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Abstract 
 

Title: The Role of Self in Self-control Dilemmas: Self-concept, Conflict, and Self-

conscious Emotions  

Author: Jasmina (Mina) Milosevic 

Major Advisor: Patrick D. Converse, Ph.D. 

Self-control dilemmas, typically defined as an internal conflict between short-term 

allurements and long-term goals, are a common feature of everyday life. How such 

dilemmas are handled is often viewed as a measure of one’s self-control, thus carrying 

significant implications for an individual. Despite a large body of research that has been 

amassed on this topic, a complete picture of how self-control dilemmas are processed and 

resolved still eludes us. In the present research, we bring attention to a largely unexplored 

aspect of self-control, the role of self-concept in shaping self-control efforts. We combined 

surveys, hypothetical scenarios, and experience sampling data across four studies (one pilot 

study and three focal studies) to investigate the role self-concept plays in the unfolding of 

self-control dilemmas, focusing on how self-concept shapes the experience of conflict and 

triggers the self-conscious emotions associated with that conflict. We found that self-

concept influences goal importance and temptation strength when both are in the same self-

concept domain, and, through goals and temptations, indirectly shapes the experience of 

conflict in self-control dilemmas. We further found that the influence of self-concept 

extends to self-conscious emotions, which often accompany self-control successes and 

failures. When goals and temptations were associated with different self-concept domains, 
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results were mixed, suggesting that this area could benefit from further research. Overall, 

the finding that self-concept is implicated in self-control dilemmas suggests that further 

research in this area could be beneficial in informing our understanding of self-control 

processes in general.  

Key words: self-control, self-control dilemmas, self-concept, self-conscious emotions 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 

 
For most people, self-control, the capacity to make decisions and act consistently 

with one’s enduring goals and values (Fujita, 2011), is synonymous with maturity, reason, 

and being in control. As such, self-control is considered by many to be one of the more 

desirable human characteristics. The importance we intuitively attribute to self-control is 

also backed up by empirical evidence. Self-control has been studied extensively across 

disciplines and research has generally established that self-control is a significant and 

consistent predictor of success in school, work, relationships, and life (Duckworth et al., 

2014; Gillebaart, 2018). Furthermore, the benefits of self-control are evident across one’s 

lifespan, from childhood well into adulthood (Park et al., 2017). For example, self-control 

in children and adolescents is related to students’ greater academic achievements 

(Duckworth & Carlson, 2013), higher high-school graduation rates, and higher likelihood 

of college enrollment (Galla et al., 2014). Among adults, self-control is strongly associated 

with healthier habits (Elfhag & Morey, 2008), better interpersonal relationships (Vohs et 

al., 2011), higher income (Converse et al., 2018), and greater satisfaction with life (Cheung 

et al., 2014; Hofmann et al., 2014). 

In daily life, however, our ability to be in control of our decisions and actions is 

often challenged by competing behavioral tendencies. On any given day, we face a wide 

range of choices, some of which might be very appealing to us in the moment, even if not 

necessarily beneficial in the long run. When these momentary allurements, colloquially 
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known as temptations, interfere with our long-term goals and values, we experience what is 

known as a self-control dilemma.  

A self-control dilemma, thus, refers to an internal conflict between two alternative 

courses of action, one of which is more appealing in the moment but less beneficial in the 

long run (e.g., Fishbach et al., 2003; Fujita, 2011; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). Self-control 

is often defined by how we handle such dilemmas, or more specifically how we resolve the 

conflict between our valued goals and momentary temptations. In early conceptualizations, 

self-control was equated with the ability to resolve conflict by inhibiting or overriding 

impulses and resisting temptations (Baumeister, 2014; Inzlicht et al., 2021). More recently, 

however, the definition of self-control has expanded to include other means of resolving 

conflict beyond inhibition, such as initiation of behaviors, development of habits, or use of 

proactive strategies (Gillebaart, 2018; Inzlicht et al., 2020).  

Self-control dilemmas represent a valuable context for investigating self-control 

successes and failures and this line of research has uncovered several important findings 

related to self-control. For example, there is now considerable evidence that personally 

important goals, higher-order goals (broader, enduring goals that represent personal 

agendas, such as “maintain good health”), and global goals (akin to values, such as “be a 

moral person”) facilitate self-control (Fujita & Han, 2009; Fujita et al., 2006). On the other 

hand, the goal-temptation relationship appears to be more complex than what was initially 

assumed; recent research shows that although temptations interfere with goal pursuit, they 

can also facilitate goal activation and bolster self-control efforts (Fishbach et al., 2003). 

Additionally, there is compelling evidence that trait levels of self-control vary among 
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individuals and that those with higher levels are overall more effective in their self-control 

efforts (de Ridder et al., 2018). This stream of research has also shed some light on how 

self-control operates. In line with the broader conceptualization of self-control, findings 

from a recent meta-analysis suggest that those with higher dispositional levels are more 

effective in self-control not because they are better at resisting temptations but because 

they are faster in identifying a self-control dilemma and responding to it with a variety of 

strategies (de Ridder et al., 2012).  

And yet, despite all the advancements, a complete picture of how the self-control 

process unfolds still eludes us. Both anecdotal and empirical evidence suggest that (a) even 

those with high overall trait self-control sometimes succumb to temptations and (b) those 

who boast impressive discipline and self-control in one area of life, often struggle to 

demonstrate the same capacity in other areas (Milyavskaya et al., 2019). Such findings 

suggest that the current literature is still not able to fully explain what distinguishes those 

occasions when one thinks “I should get out of the house to exercise” and reaches for 

tennis shoes from occasions when the same person thinks “I should not be sitting on my 

couch watching TV” but still reaches for the remote. 

There are several potential limitations of the extant research that might be 

hindering our understanding of the dynamic process of self-control. First, our current 

approach to self-control research has taken somewhat of a piecemeal approach, by focusing 

either on goals or on temptations as the focal variable. In most studies, when the pursuit of 

a goal is the main focus, temptations are only considered in relationship to the goal and are 

often determined by the researcher (e.g., Ferguson, 2007; Fishback & Zhang, 2008). 
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Similarly, when the focus is on temptations, the research questions seem to be centered on 

the strength of desires and the extent to which they interfere with the goal rather than on 

the characteristics of the goal itself (e.g., Hofmann et al.,2012; Kroese et al., 2011; 

Stillman et al., 2017). As a result, the findings, although valuable, tell only part of the 

story.  

A second, related characteristic of prior self-control research is a fairly static view 

of goals and temptations. In most cases, the two focal variables are treated either as a goal 

or as a temptation throughout the study, with little opportunity to consider the dynamic 

nature of these constructs in daily life.  In reality, any goal can potentially interfere with 

another, more valuable goal, thus, at times, constituting a temptation. For example, 

working out is generally considered to be an important health-related goal; however, if it 

disrupts the completion of an important work project, it could be perceived as an 

interfering temptation. Additionally, some important personal goals (e.g., finishing a work 

project and spending time with family) can shift back and forth between a goal and a 

temptation, depending on the context. Finally, the presence of self-control dilemmas 

typically serves as a starting point for most empirical investigations, narrowing the focus 

on what happens during and immediately following a dilemma. While this approach has 

produced valuable insights so far, the time may be ripe for broadening our field of view to 

consider what drives an individual to construe certain situations as self-control dilemmas in 

the first place. 

With these limitations in mind, we propose that research on self-control can be 

further advanced by considering the interdependent and context-dependent nature of goals 
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and temptations when investigating their joint influence on the experience of conflict in 

self-control dilemmas. This, in our opinion, requires putting self-control dilemmas in the 

broader context of ‘self”. Given that self-control dilemmas inherently arise from an 

individual’s interpretation of the situation, it is important to consider ‘self' as one of the 

drivers of self-control processes. More specifically, we argue that self-concepts, the 

perceptions and beliefs we have about ourselves, play a role in whether we construe certain 

situations as self-control dilemmas, the intensity of the conflict and the emotions we 

experience in the face of such dilemmas, and how we subsequently act in response. In 

other words, self-concepts may hold clues to the personal context in which self-control 

dilemmas arise, clues that can help us understand why a person might value certain goals 

more, be more tempted by certain stimuli, and exert self-control in some areas of their lives 

better than in others. 

The purpose of the present research is thus to broaden our approach to studying 

self-control by investigating the role self-concept plays in self-control dilemmas. We do so 

by exploring the relationships between domain-specific self-concepts, goals, temptations, 

conflict, and self-conscious emotions, both in hypothetical and real-life self-control 

dilemmas. Additionally, we attempt to overcome the limitations of prior research in at least 

three ways. First, we address the interdependent nature of goal-temptation relationships by 

investigating goals and temptations not only as separate variables but also as goal-

temptation pairs. Second, we leverage self-concept domains to capture the context-

dependent nature of self-control dilemmas. Third, we bring attention to a largely 

unexplored aspect of self-control, the role of self-representations in shaping self-control 
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efforts. In doing so, we attempt to integrate two disparate streams of research, one on ‘self’ 

and the other on self-control, toward a more comprehensive yet nuanced understanding of 

how self-control dilemmas unfold in daily life.  

We begin by providing background information on three interrelated phenomena: 

self-regulation, self-control, and self-control dilemmas. Next, we introduce and discuss 

research on self-concept before exploring the link between self-concept and self-control 

dilemmas. Finally, we turn our attention to the role of affect in self-control dilemmas and 

discuss how self-concept mobilizes self-conscious emotions to guide self-control efforts.  
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Chapter 2  
Literature Review 

 

A prototypical example of a self-control dilemma is a situation where one faces a 

choice between doing what feels good right now versus doing what one knows would be 

better in the long run. Self-control dilemmas are nested within the broader construct of 

self-control, which is nested within an even broader phenomenon of self-regulation. 

Because there is considerable conceptual overlap between self-control and self-regulation 

and the two terms have often been used interchangeably, it is beneficial to begin by 

discussing the two concepts in more detail. Therefore, we begin this section by discussing 

contemporary conceptualizations of self-regulation and presenting two theoretical 

frameworks that are foundations for the past and current views of self-regulation. Then, we 

review traditional and current conceptualizations of self-control and theoretical models that 

are particularly relevant for self-control and self-control dilemmas.  

Self-regulation 
Self-regulation refers to a broad set of “processes involved in attaining and 

maintaining goals, where goals are internally represented desired states” (Vancouver & 

Day, 2005, p. 158). It is generally assumed that the purpose of self-regulation is to move 

the individual toward some desired end state, which often involves resolving discrepancies 

between the current and desired state (Carver & Scheier, 1982). Current and desired states 

can be defined as specific behaviors (e.g., studying), emotional states (e.g., feeling calm), 

or outcomes (e.g., getting a promotion), suggesting that self-regulatory processes involve 
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more than regulation of behaviors - they also involve regulating thoughts and emotions 

(Gross, 2015; Inzlicht et al, 2021). Additionally, self-regulatory processes can include a 

number of actions relevant to goal pursuit such as setting goals, planning how to pursue 

goals and implementing these plans, shielding goals from competing concerns, and altering 

one’s responses when necessary to move closer to reaching the goal (Fujita, 2011; Lord et 

al., 2010; Karoly, 1993; Shah et al., 2002).  

According to contemporary conceptualizations, self-regulation entails several 

notable features. First, self-regulatory processes can occur at different levels of abstraction, 

at different levels of consciousness, and at different time cycles (Lord et al., 2010). For 

example, at a lower level of abstraction, controlling muscle movements occurs mostly 

automatically and can take only a few milliseconds. At a higher level of abstraction, one’s 

goal of becoming an “ideal self” may require deliberate and reflective thought and may 

span months or years. Second, the organization of goals and associated self-regulatory 

processes at different levels is proposed to be hierarchical, with concrete, short-term goals 

lower in the hierarchy and abstract, long-term goals higher in the hierarchy (Carver & 

Scheier, 1982). Third, although it is generally assumed that higher levels exert control over 

lower levels, the role of lower-level processes goes beyond just providing support to higher 

levels; lower-level self-regulatory processes can also impose constraints on higher levels in 

terms of means available for goal pursuit (Shah & Kruglanski, 2003). Thus, current 

conceptualizations of self-regulation see it as a complex, dynamic interaction of multiple 

systems originating in different neural locations, operating on different timelines, and 
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consisting of different mechanisms that nevertheless jointly influence and guide behavior 

(Lord et al., 2010).   

Models of self-regulation 
Control theory offers probably the most influential model of self-regulation. 

Drawing from cybernetics, it conceptualizes self-regulation as a feedback loop system 

consisting of four elements: 1) a goal or a standard, 2) an input function representing the 

sensing of a present condition, 3) a comparator that identifies discrepancies between the 

current state and a standard, and 4) an output function referring to behaviors performed to 

reduce the discrepancy (Carver & Scheier, 1998). An important characteristic of the system 

is that all four elements are connected via a feedback loop so that change in one part of the 

system results in changes in other parts. Thus, self-regulation not only refers to intentional 

changes in behaviors but also includes setting the standard, as well as detecting, responding 

to, and continually monitoring the discrepancy. This feedback loop system is also known 

as a Test-Operate-Test-Exit model (TOTE; Miller et al., 1960). In the test phase, the 

current state is compared against some relevant standard. The operate phase refers to an 

action that is performed to close the gap between the current state and the standard, 

followed by another test phase when the new state is again compared to the standard. 

Finally, if a desired end state is reached, the cycle is exited. Because this iterative process 

applies to just about any self-regulating system, it has been widely applied across diverse 

disciplines, from engineering to medicine (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1998). 

Another broad theoretical framework with implications for self-regulation is goal 

systems theory. In this theory, goals are conceptualized as cognitive representations of 
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desired end states and a goal system refers to a hierarchically interconnected network of 

goals and means by which goals can be achieved (Kruganski et al., 2018). This model is 

focused on the structural organization of goals and the strength and accessibility of 

associated pathways (i.e., goal-means associations). According to this view, self-regulation 

is a result of the joint action of two properties of goal systems: cognitive (i.e., structure and 

allocation) and motivational (e.g., goal striving,   goal commitment; Kruganski et al., 

2018). The common thread underlying both control theory and goal systems theory is that 

self-regulation is viewed as an umbrella term that encompasses a wide range of behaviors 

relevant to goal pursuit, one of which is self-control.  

Self-control  
If self-regulation is defined as the whole system of standards, thoughts, processes, 

and actions that guide people’s behavior toward desired end states (Carver and Scheier, 

2001), then self-control can be viewed as one form of self-regulation or, more specifically, 

a way by which people modify their thoughts, feelings, and actions to achieve their goals 

(Fujita, 2011). One important implication of this view is that not all forms of self-

regulation necessitate self-control; thus, self-control is a narrower construct embedded in 

self-regulation. For example, setting a goal and planning how to pursue it would be 

considered an act of self-regulation but not necessarily of self-control. In an attempt to 

operationally define self-control, Gillbaart (2018) proposed that self-control maps directly 

to one of the components of the self-regulation system - the Operate function in the TOTE 

model – whose main function is to control one’s actions in a desired direction. This is a 

relatively recent conceptualization of self-control intended to more precisely define the 
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construct and distinguish it from self-regulation. Historically, however, definitions of self-

regulation and self-control have often converged around the notion of modifying one’s 

behavior as needed to refrain from undesired tendencies.  

Overview of conceptualizations of self-control 
For centuries, the view of self-control has revolved around efforts to resist 

temptation. From Plato and Aristotle to Freud and Mischel, self-control was depicted as an 

internal struggle to overcome the intense, momentary impulse toward appealing but less 

desirable behavior (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Mischel, Shoda, & Peake, 1988). In this 

view, self-control was equated with inhibitory control and referred to as “willpower.” 

Consequently, self-control was seen as effortful and difficult, straining and depleting our 

energy resources in the process of resisting temptation (Duckworth et al., 2016).  

Resisting temptation is central to another influential conceptualization of self-

control - one that defines it as an ability to delay gratification. In Mischel’s seminal 

marshmallow experiments conducted in the 1970s, children were asked to forgo 

immediately consuming one marshmallow for the promise that they could have two if they 

waited 15 minutes (e.g., Mischel, 1974; Mischel et al., 1988). The ability to delay 

immediate gratification involving a smaller reward for a larger one at a later time was 

thought to be evidence of possessing self-control. Consistent with the “willpower” 

definition, effort and inhibition are still needed to delay gratification but they are now tied 

to a specific context: a conflict between two possible courses of action (Gillebaart, 2018). 

Although self-control is generally considered to be a vital cognitive skill for goal-directed 

behavior in humans, it is worth noting that when conceptualized as a delay of gratification, 
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self-control has been demonstrated among diverse species, from chimpanzees to cuttlefish 

(Beran, 2002; Schnell et al., 2021). 

More recently, some researchers have begun to argue that inhibition is not enough 

to ensure successful self-control as one cannot reach their goals simply by resisting 

temptations. For example, losing weight is not achieved only by forgoing desserts but may 

also require carefully selecting healthy foods, monitoring caloric intake, being physically 

active, etc. In line with this perspective, De Ridder et al. (2011) empirically tested the 

proposition that self-control has two components, an inhibitory and an initiatory 

component. The inhibitory component refers to being able to refrain from behaviors that 

give in to one’s impulses, whereas the initiatory component refers to facilitating and 

engaging in desired behaviors (de Ridder et al., 2011). In their study, the distinction 

between these two components was empirically supported and, moreover, predictive 

validity evidence showed that inhibitory self-control predicts undesired behavior whereas 

initiatory self-control predicts desired behavior. This broadening of the self-control 

definition also has implications for self-control dilemmas in the sense that effortful 

inhibition is seen as just one of many different ways people can resolve conflict between a 

short-term and a long-term motive (e.g., Fujita, 2011; De Ridder et al., 2011). In fact, most 

recent conceptualizations of self-control emphasize this point by adding effortless means of 

resolving conflict to the definition (Gillebaart & de Ridder, 2015; Hennecke et al., 2019; 

Fujita, 2011). Effortless processes include a wide range of goal-oriented behaviors such as 

habits, proactive strategies, and even patterns of cognitive association occurring outside of 
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awareness (Galla & Duckworth, 2015; Fischbach et al., 2003; 2006; van der Weiden et al., 

2020).  

Finally, although most conceptualizations of self-control do not explicitly 

distinguish between trait and state self-control, empirical research treats them differently 

(Milyavskaya et al., 2019). Specifically, trait self-control is studied from a between-person 

perspective, whereas state self-control is examined from a within-person perspective 

(Inzlicht et al., 2020). Besides obvious measurement and methodological ramifications, 

this also has implications for the types of research questions that are posed and inferences 

that are drawn. When self-control is assessed as a trait, the research focus has been on how 

trait self-control, as an individual difference, contributes to the consistent handling of self-

control dilemmas in a way that promotes a long-term goal. The findings from this line of 

research have associated trait self-control with a number of positive life outcomes related 

to health, academic and work performance, financial stability, and happiness, to name just 

a few (e.g., Moffit et al., 201; Tangney et al., 2004). In contrast, when assessing self-

control as a state, the research focus has been on momentary levels of self-control and how 

transient within-person fluctuations contribute to self-control failures (de Ridder et al., 

2018). This line of research has centered on understanding the underlying mechanisms of 

self-control, ranging from effortful inhibition to resource depletion. 

Despite different foci, the implicit assumption in self-control research is that trait 

and state self-control are related, in that those who are higher in trait self-control should 

also display greater state self-control when facing a dilemma (Milyavskaya et al., 2019). 

The number of studies explicitly testing this notion is limited and the results are mixed, 
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with some studies reporting evidence of positive associations (e.g., DeWall et al., 2007) 

and others finding the opposite to be true (e.g., Imhoff et al., 2014). Additionally, two 

recent meta-analyses examined the convergent validity of various measures of self-control 

and found little or no correlation between self-reports assessing trait self-control and two 

measures of executive functioning assessing state self-control (Stroop test and Flanker 

paradigm; Saunders et al., 2018), and only a small correlation (r = .15) between self-

reports and delay of gratification, another measure proposed to asses state self-control 

(Duckworth & Kern, 2011).  

Regardless of the fact that the nature of the relationship between trait and state 

self-control is still poorly understood, the field has moved closer to a more comprehensive 

view of self-control, one that increasingly conceptualizes self-control as a wide range of 

means of resolving conflict between competing goals and motives, means that range from 

effortful to effortless, deliberate to automatic, and initiatory to inhibitory (Gillebart, 2018; 

Inzlicht et al., 2020).  

Theories & models of self-control  
In addition to control theory, there are several other theoretical frameworks with 

implications for self-control. The resource model of self-control is probably the most well-

known perspective on self-control, although it is important to note that this is one of the 

theoretical frameworks that treats self-control and self-regulation as the same and uses the 

two terms interchangeably (e.g. Baumeister & Vohs, 2016). According to this approach, 

self-control is defined as “the ability to alter one’s responses based on rules, goals, ideals, 

norms, plans, and other standards'' (Baumeister & Vohs, 2016, p. 68). This view of self-
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control proposes the existence of a central resource that controls a wide range of behaviors, 

and, as is the case with most resources, it is limited and can be depleted with repeated use. 

The detection of the ego-depletion effect (i.e., reduction in self-control at Time 2 after one 

performs a taxing task at Time 1) initially provided empirical support for the notion of self-

control as a limited resource (Baumeister et al., 1998). However, subsequent research was 

not always able to replicate the ego-depletion effect and a recent meta-analysis found 

effects to be very small or non-existent (Carter, Kofler, Forster, & McCullough, 2015; 

Hagger et al., 2016). The model was additionally criticized for not fully explaining the 

mechanisms driving ego-depletion (Inzlicht et al., 2020), although some attempts have 

been recently made to tie it to metabolic changes (i.e., glucose levels; Baumeister & Vohs, 

2016). Other scholars have suggested that the ego-depletion effect can be better explained 

by shifts in motivation that occur when people switch from goals they want to pursue to 

those they feel they have to work on (Inzlicht et al., 2020; Milyavskaya et al., 2015).  In 

general, resource models have been associated with traditional conceptualizations of self-

control centered on effortful inhibition.  

Perhaps the most influential framework directly relevant to self-control is a dual-

systems framework. The main premise of dual-systems models is that human beings 

possess two systems for processing information and guiding their behavior (Heatherton & 

Wagner, 2011; Hofmann et al., 2009; Kahneman, 2011; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Thaler 

& Shefrin, 1981). Often referred to as System 1 and System 2 (Kahneman, 2011), or ‘hot’ 

and ‘cold’ systems (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999), the two systems differ in mechanisms 

affecting the speed, attention allocation, and outcomes of information processing. The ‘hot’ 
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system operates automatically and with little effort and, as a result, is fast, associative, and 

typically guides impulsive or habitual behaviors. The ‘cold’ system is deliberate, requires 

effort and attention, and, as a result, is slower, reflective, and more likely to guide rational 

behavior (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Kahneman, 2011). Findings from neuroimaging 

research suggest that the two systems are associated with activity in different regions of the 

brain: the ‘hot’ system is associated with activity in subcortical regions involved in reward 

and emotion, whereas the ‘cold’ system is associated with regions of the lateral prefrontal 

cortex (PFC; Heatherton & Wagner, 2011) involved in executive behavioral control (Tanji 

& Hoshi, 2008). Although the two systems can and do work together, they can also be at 

odds with each other and when they are, the need for self-control arises. According to this 

perspective, self-control can be defined as the mechanism that allows the ‘cold’ system to 

inhibit or override impulses coming from the ‘hot’ system, effectively establishing 

behavioral control (Gillebaart & De Ridder, 2015; Lopez, 2017). Cognitive neuroscience 

research provides support for the view that PFC regulates subcortical responses to 

emotions and impulses and that self-control failure occurs either when PFC functioning is 

impaired or subcortical impulses are overwhelming (Wagner & Heatherton, 2010).  Dual 

system models have been very influential in conceptualizing self-control as arising when 

there is a “battle” between the two systems and have led to a proliferation of self-control 

research centered on conflict.  

In contrast to conflict models which cast self-control as a battle between two 

systems, choice models see self-control as value-based choices between differing options. 

According to this view, self-control is a behavioral action that results from assessing 
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options, calculating the subjective value of each option, and selecting an option to act upon 

(e.g., Berkman et al., 2017a). The subjective value of an option reflects perceived benefits 

minus the costs associated with the option. Option benefits can include intrinsic values 

such as the extent to which the option is self-determined and how much it reflects a 

person’s core values, as well as extrinsic incentives such as monetary or social rewards. 

Option costs can include assessments of time, effort, and availability of resources 

(Berkman et al., 2017). Although some models have emphasized the view of self-control 

strictly as a value-based proposition, others have tried to integrate it with dual-system 

models by adding a dimension of choice to the existing two-system framework and 

proposing that the decision to exert self-control could be based on the evaluation of what 

that would cost the individual (Shenhav et al, 2013).   

The process model of self-control reflects the more recent shift toward the notion 

that self-control does not always require effort (Duckworth et al., 2016). According to this 

model, there are a number of strategies one can employ to regulate thoughts, feelings, and 

actions at different points in time (Duckworth et al., 2014). Leveraging the notion of an 

impulse generation cycle, the process model proposes that different strategies can be 

effective at different stages of the cycle. Some strategies can be employed early to avoid 

conflict and the temptation altogether (i.e., situation-selection strategies), whereas other 

strategies entail purposely changing circumstances to our advantage (i.e., situation-

modification) or changing how we approach tempting stimuli (e.g., attentional-deployment, 

cognitive-change, and response modulation). Strategies that are employed earlier in the 

cycle require less effort than those employed later, suggesting that the amount of effort 
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required for self-control corresponds to the intensity of the generated impulse (Duckworth 

et al, 2016). In a classical example of trying to resist eating a tempting donut, Duckworth et 

al. (2016) demonstrated how an intervention is possible at different stages, starting from 

avoiding the kitchen altogether, then proceeding by hiding donuts out of view, looking 

away from donuts and toward a healthier snack, thinking about all the calories packed in 

the donuts, and finally, resisting the donut. In general, the process model of self-control 

aligns with a broadened definition of self-control that includes relatively effortless 

strategies people can use to facilitate the accomplishment of long-term goals.  

In summary, the common thread underlying these diverse theoretical perspectives 

and associated conceptualizations of self-control is the presence of conflict. Although the 

nature of the conflict differs from model to model (e.g., immediate urges versus enduring 

goals, proximal versus distal motives, impulsive versus control system), the point of 

convergence seems to be the notion that a need for self-control arises when competing 

options present a dilemma for a person and when resolving that dilemma requires initiating 

or inhibiting some behaviors over others.  

Self-control dilemmas 
A self-control dilemma is typically defined as an internal conflict between two 

alternative courses of action, one of which is more appealing and immediately rewarding 

but with limited or no long-term benefit, and the other that is less appealing in the moment 

but expected to lead to an accomplishment of a long-term goal (e.g., Fishbach et al., 2003; 

Fujita, 2011; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). Three key features of a self-control dilemma – a 
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long-term goal, an alluring temptation that jeopardizes the long-term goal, and a conflict 

between the two – are discussed in more detail in the following sections.  

Goals 
Goals are defined as an “internal representation of desired states, where states are 

broadly construed as outcomes, events, and processes” (Austin & Vancouver, 1996, p. 

338). When people use the term goal, they often think about a consciously chosen standard 

that a person is deliberately pursuing; however, in theory and research, the goal construct is 

conceived more broadly than that. Research strongly suggests that goals can be represented 

in different forms and shapes (e.g., Kung & Scholer, 2021), originate in different neural 

locations, exist at varying levels of awareness, and differ in terms of temporal aspects (i.e., 

short-term versus long-term; Schmidt & DeShon, 2007; for review see Lord et al., 2010). 

Integrating diverse perspectives and empirical findings on goals is a daunting task, but 

there are a few broad points of convergence worth noting. 

First, many theories of motivation endorse the view that most, if not all, human 

behavior is goal-directed, thus casting goals as central to any type of human activity (e.g., 

Diefendorff & Chandler, 2011). Not surprisingly, goals are one of the most researched and 

discussed constructs in the literature on work motivation (e.g., Austin & Vancouver, 1996; 

Elliot & Fryer, 2008). Second, goals are proposed to be arranged hierarchically, with 

lower-level goals linked to mid-level and higher-level goals (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Lord 

et al., 2010; Lord & Levy, 1994; Shah & Kruglanski, 2008). Mid-level goals are believed 

to mostly operate in the realm of consciousness, whereas people are less aware of higher-

level and lower-level goals unless they are cued (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987). Third, goals 
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are generally viewed as an essential component of a self-regulatory system, a system that 

enables individuals to detect and act on any discrepancies between their current state and 

their goals. Presumably, discrepancies can occur at any level of the hierarchy, and because 

of connections between goals at different levels, discrepancies at a higher level can 

generate or modify goals at a lower level (Lord et al., 2010). Finally, research has firmly 

established that goals can differ considerably in their content, importance, and length of 

time over which they are pursued (Schmidt et al., 2009). Given that a person can have a 

number of goals at any given time, it is acknowledged that some of the goals can exist at 

the same level of the hierarchy, and, as a result, can be in conflict with each other (Austin 

& Vancouver, 1996).  

Research on goals has focused both on the properties of goals and on goal 

processes, some of which are particularly relevant for self-control. For example, one of the 

properties of goals with direct implications for self-control is that goals can exist at 

different levels of abstraction. This notion is associated with the main premise of the 

construal level theory (CLT) which posits that any event can be construed by an individual 

at high or low construal levels (e.g., Trope & Liberman, 2003; Trope et al., 2007). High-

level construals are relatively abstract mental representations of events, focused on the 

event’s core, vital features without irrelevant details. In contrast, low-level construals are 

more concrete mental representations of events, focused on specific contextual features that 

often include peripheral details (Trope & Liberman, 2010). In terms of goals, a higher 

construal level is associated with ‘why’ aspects of goals whereas a lower construal level is 

associated with ‘how’ aspects or means of achieving goals (Liberman & Trope, 1998). 
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Research has demonstrated that differences in construal levels impact perception, 

evaluation, decision-making, and a wide range of behaviors. When applied to self-control, 

CLT suggests that higher-level construals, as opposed to lower-level construals, enhance 

focus on broader, superordinate goals (Fujita & Han, 2009; Fujita et al., 2006). As a result, 

in self-control dilemmas, a high-level construal leads people to consider the implications of 

their choices in the context of broader goals and values, which promotes self-control. 

Conversely, a low-level construal leads people to pay attention to more salient, momentary 

features of their choices, which can lead to failures of self-control (e.g., Fujita, 2008; Fujita 

& Carnevale, 2012; Torelli & Kaikati, 2009).  

Temporal properties of goals have also been linked to self-control. Specifically, 

theories of multiple goal pursuit have examined how goals are prioritized and pursued 

when they have different deadlines (Baillard et al., 2018; Schmidt & DeShon, 2007). 

Generally, findings demonstrate that people tend to prioritize goals with shorter deadlines, 

partially because of the time pressure and partially due to the temporal discounting. 

Temporal discounting (Steel & Konig, 2006) refers to the tendency for people to reduce the 

utility of the goal when the goal is relatively far, thus treating it as less important. In the 

context of self-control dilemmas, short-term goals are those associated with salient 

momentary temptations therefore suggesting that there may be an inherent tendency for 

individuals to give such proximal goals more weight compared to more distal, long-term 

goals. Temporal discounting has also been found to apply to the evaluation of potential 

rewards insofar as the attractiveness of a reward decreases the longer it takes to obtain it 

(Steel & Konig, 2006). The implication for self-control is that in pursuing long-term goals, 
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self-control is necessary in order to overcome the tendency for a short-term goal (which is 

usually linked to temptation) to be prioritized, as well as to counter the strong 

attractiveness of the immediately available rewards.  

In terms of goal processes implicated in self-control, goal pursuit has garnered a 

great deal of attention. Goal pursuit is supported by a combination of cognitive (e.g., 

expectations about the likelihood of goal achievement) and affective (e.g., positive affect 

due to satisfaction with progress) processes (Schmidt & DeShon, 2007).  Although 

psychological processes involved in goal pursuit are universal, there are considerable 

individual differences in selecting which goals to pursue, when and how to pursue them, 

and the importance that is attached to achieving those goals. Understanding why some 

goals are selected over other goals and pursued more or less successfully in the face of 

temptations offers valuable insight into how self-control decisions unfold in real-time and 

in real situations. For instance, the importance of goals has long been recognized as a 

contributing factor to the ability to persevere in their pursuit, even in the face of obstacles. 

Thus, it is proposed that pursuing goals that are deemed important should facilitate self-

control. Indeed, research has found that participants scoring high on goal importance react 

faster to words related to their goal than participants for whom the goal was less important 

(Kroese et al., 2011). In this case, quicker reaction time suggests that the goals are more 

accessible, and more accessible goals are also more likely to be activated in response to 

tempting stimuli (Fishbach et al., 2003).  

The motivation behind goal pursuit has also been proposed to affect self-control. 

For example, Sheldon and Elliott (1999) examined the long-term benefits of pursuing self-
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concordant goals. In line with self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000), goals 

are defined as self-concordant when they are pursued because of intrinsic motivation. Such 

goals are usually self-generated and presumed to represent an individual's well-established 

values and interests (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Results of Sheldon and Elliott’s (1999) 

study, showed that individuals performed better at self-concordant goals, mainly because 

they invested greater sustained effort into such goals. The outcome of that effort, however, 

went beyond just achieving the goal. In the process of goal striving, individuals also 

increased their competence, autonomy, and relatedness, which positively affected their 

overall well-being in the long run. Also drawing from SDT, Milyavskaya et al. (2015) 

examined the influence of want-to and have-to goal motivation on self-control processes 

and found that, when participants pursued goals they wanted to work on, as opposed to 

those they felt they had to work on, they experienced fewer temptations, weaker conflicting 

desires, and put up greater resistance.  

Furthermore, some researchers have suggested that when people highly value their 

goals, they develop cognitive processes that counteract temptations (e.g., Trope & 

Fishbach, 2000; Fischbach & Shah, 2006). For instance, several studies examined the 

automatic associations between temptations and goals and found that exposure to 

temptations activated higher-priority goals, which in turn, inhibited temptations and 

bolstered self-control (Fishbach et al., 2003). These studies reflect a more recent approach 

to examining goal pursuit, grounded in the implicit cognition perspective (Ferguson & 

Porter, 2010). Findings emerging from the implicit cognition perspective suggest there are 

many ways by which goals can be implicitly and automatically activated from the stimuli 
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in the environment, including temptations (Fishbach et al., 2003). These findings imply 

that the processes underlying self-control can also be automatic, which challenges the view 

of self-control as always effortful and deliberate and supports the broader 

conceptualization of self-control that includes effortless means of resolving conflict 

(previously discussed).  

The scholarship on goals has, without a doubt, advanced our understanding of self-

control and self-control dilemmas. It is widely accepted that when goals are construed as 

global, higher-order goals, are perceived as more proximal in time, and are deemed as 

particularly important to the individual, the self-control efforts will be stronger. Yet, the 

fact that, even under those circumstances, people still occasionally fail at self-control, 

strongly suggests that goals alone cannot entirely explain self-control processes. To 

understand how self-control dilemmas unfold, it is necessary to also understand various 

internal and external forces that stand in the way of long-term goal pursuit. 

Temptations 
Compared to goals, temptations have received much less attention in research on 

self-control.  In the context of self-control dilemmas, the term temptation is commonly 

used to refer to any type of desire that creates an internal conflict (Werner & Milyavskaya, 

2018). Temptation is closely related to an impulse – a sudden urge to act a certain way. 
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Although the two terms are often used interchangeably1, it is important to note some ways 

in which they differ. Temptation can be thought of as a stimulus of any kind that has some 

perceived hedonic value for an individual and, as a result, can generate an impulse, or the 

automatic inclination to engage in behavior that satisfies the desire (Hofmann et al., 2009). 

Impulse is specific to an activating stimulus in the environment and the intensity of an 

impulse wanes with temporal and spatial distance from the stimulus (Hofmann et al., 

2009). In other words, the distinction between temptation and an impulse can be thought of 

as a difference between a stimulus (i.e., temptation) and a reaction to that stimulus (i.e., 

impulse or urge to act). The implication of this distinction is that although impulse and 

temptation are often used interchangeably, there may be subtle differences between the two 

terms. For example, while temptations are presumed to be situated in the environment 

surrounding the individual, impulses are generally believed to originate in the individual’s 

internal impulsive system, appearing upon activation of certain associative clusters in long-

term memory by a precipitating event (i.e., perceptual or imagined stimulus input; 

Hofmann et al., 2009; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Strack & Deutsch, 2004). Thus, 

temptations represent stimuli in the environment (e.g., desserts in a bakery window) that 

make impulses (e.g., craving a dessert) salient through cognitive and affective associations 

that formed via the organism’s learning history, typically operate outside of conscious 

                                                   
1 Given that in research, the terms impulse, temptation, and desire are used interchangeably, the 

term used by the original authors is kept in the following literature review.  
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awareness, and frequently result in automatic behavior (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006; 

Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Hofman et al., 2009; 2012a; Miliavskaya et al., 2015).   

Although it is suggested that activation of impulses is mostly automatic, once an 

impulse is generated, people are aware of an urge to act and can recognize when acting to 

satisfy the urge might interfere with their long-term goals and carry significant albeit 

delayed costs (Hofmann et al., 2012a). For this reason, regardless of how natural it might 

feel to respond to our impulses and desires, human beings have developed an ability to 

resist temptations. In fact, from the standpoint of evolutionary adaptation, an appropriate 

response to an urge to act sometimes is to suppress the impulse (Baumeister, Heatherton, & 

Tice, 1994; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Mischel et al., 1996). As mentioned earlier, 

suppressing an impulse was historically considered to be an act of self-control, one that 

requires deliberate, conscious, and effortful action (Hofmann et al., 2009; Metcalfe & 

Mischel, 1999).  

In one of the few studies that specifically focused on temptations, Hofmann and 

colleagues (2012a) found that experiencing a desire is a frequent occurrence in daily life, 

with participants reporting (a) feeling desire about half of the time they were awake and (b) 

desires lasting on average 16-20 minutes. Additionally, 47% of those desires were 

described as conflicting with a person's goals or values. In general, the results showed that 

stronger desires were more likely to be acted upon than weak ones; however, when conflict 

was present, the strength of a desire mattered more than it did in the absence of conflict. 

Specifically, as desire became stronger, attempts to resist it (i.e., self-control) became less 

effective (Hofmann et al., 2012a). On the other hand, results also revealed interesting 
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findings about the strongest desires (i.e., those receiving a maximum strength rating of 7). 

Those desires, termed “irresistible,” were relatively infrequent (6.3% of all desires) but 

when they were present without resistance, people acted upon them about 71% of the time. 

Surprisingly, however, when resisted, acting upon irresistible desires dropped to 26%, 

suggesting that people can be effective in self-control even when facing strong urges to act 

a certain way (Hofmann et al., 2012a).  

Similar findings emerged from Kroese et al. (2011) who examined how people 

handle strong versus weak temptations. The results revealed, paradoxically, that 

participants who were confronted with a strong temptation (i.e., very attractive chocolate 

cake) were more successful in self-control than those confronted by a weak temptation 

(i.e., not a very attractive chocolate cake). In yet another study, people who were offered 

tempting snacks in larger packages were less likely to initiate eating snacks and, if they 

did, they ate less than those who were given snacks in smaller packages (Coelho do Vale et 

al., 2008). Taken together, the results of these studies suggest that, while desire strength is 

an important factor impacting self-control, success or failure of self-control cannot be 

explained by powerful desires alone. 

 Additional insights into temptations can be gained from examining the nature of 

the temptation itself (i.e., tempting stimulus). It has been suggested that tempting stimuli 

can be appetitive (triggering an approach impulse), aversive (triggering an avoidance 

impulse), and neutral (triggering a cognitive conflict; Steimke et al., 2016). In a novel 

approach to assessing self-control, Steimke et al. (2016) assessed participants’ ability to 

keep their eyes on a cued target location and perform assigned tasks (press a specific 
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button when a target appears) while exposed to tempting, aversive, and neutral distractions 

(i.e., pictures). Duration of eye gaze, reaction time, and error rates were measured as 

dependent variables. The results showed that the three types of stimulus, appetitive, 

aversive, and neutral, produced higher error rates and lower response times than a control 

condition. However, performance in those three self-control conditions did not correlate 

with each other, and those who performed well in one condition did not necessarily 

perform well in other conditions. These findings challenge the prevalent approach in 

research on self-control – one that treats temptations as a single construct – and instead 

suggest that self-control effectiveness may depend on the nature of the impulse that needs 

to be suppressed and that there are individual differences in susceptibility to particular 

impulse domains (Stiemke et al., 2016; Tsukayama et al., 2012).  

The existence of individual differences when it comes to appetitive versus aversive 

stimuli has been proposed before by Gray’s influential theory (1987a, 1987b) of two 

motivational systems: the behavioral activation system (BAS) and the behavioral inhibition 

system (BIS). According to this framework, the BAS system is responsible for facilitating 

behavior and is more responsive to positive outcomes, whereas the BIS system is 

responsible for inhibiting behavior and is more sensitive to negative outcomes (Elliot, 

2006; Elliot & Trash, 2002). The two systems, also known as approach and avoidance 

motivation, are believed to be distinct and their sensitivities are assumed to independently 

represent dispositional tendencies (Higgins et al, 2001; Quay, 1993). Predictions regarding 

sensitivity to different types of temptations can thus be derived from this model. 

Presumably, individuals with predominant approach motivation (high BAS) would be more 
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sensitive to appetitive stimuli whereas those high in avoidance motivation (high BIS) 

would be more sensitive to aversive stimuli. Expanding on the role of approach and 

avoidance motivation in self-control, Dholakia et al. (2006) examined how regulatory 

focus impacts the experience and subsequent control of the desire for temptations. The 

findings demonstrated that a promotion focus associated with approach motivation led to 

stronger desire but also a greater resistance, relative to a prevention focus associated with 

avoidance motivation. These findings align with evidence for differences in sensitivity 

coming from neurocognitive science, such as findings from neuroimaging studies that 

different regions of the brain are activated when responding to positive and negative 

emotional distractors (Erk et al., 2007).  

Temptations have overwhelmingly been viewed as obstacles to long-term progress 

on goals. Recently, however, empirical evidence has emerged suggesting that temptations 

can be beneficial for self-regulatory efforts because they can trigger adaptive cognitive and 

behavioral processes associated with the pursuit of long-term goals. For example, Fishbach 

et al. (2003) found that presenting a tempting stimulus enhanced the mental accessibility of 

the long-term goal, which, in turn, led to goal-directed behavior and resulted in healthier 

long-term choices. Moreover, the goal activation by a tempting stimulus occurred 

automatically and outside of conscious awareness suggesting a possibility of an effortless 

path to self-control, one that leads through temptations themselves. In a similar fashion, 

prior exposure to real temptations (e.g., actual candies that can be consumed by the 

participant), as opposed to tempting images (e.g., pictures of candy) decreased the hedonic 
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consumption at a subsequent opportunity for consumption, presumably because a related 

eating goal was activated in the former but not the latter case (Geyskens et al., 2008).  

Overall, these recent studies challenge several prevailing assumptions about 

temptations, the nature of their relationship with goals, and the role temptations play in 

self-control dilemmas. For instance, research suggests that temptations should be viewed as 

a multidimensional and not a singular construct. Therefore, examining temptations should 

not be restricted to just one domain because successfully resisting temptations in one 

domain does not necessarily translate to other domains. Additionally, the exact nature of 

the relationship between temptations and goals is still not fully known. Although a great 

deal of research has approached temptations as being inherently “bad” and having negative 

consequences for goal pursuit, it appears that there are times when temptations can 

promote self-control and contribute to overall progress on goals. Finally, although some 

researchers have started alluding to the role of individual differences in the perception and 

experience of temptations, that area remains largely unexplored (Ferguson, 2007; 

Milvyskaya, 2019).  

Conflict 
According to most conceptualizations of self-control, conflict is a necessary 

feature of self-control dilemmas. Although not all perspectives address it explicitly, the 

assumption is that a need for self-control arises in the presence of conflict (Inzlicht et al., 

2021). However, how conflict is defined and what the nature of the conflict is differs 

among perspectives.  
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In self-control dilemmas, one of the most prevalent conceptualizations of conflict 

is between salient temptations and long-term goals. In this view, temptation represents a 

need or an impulse to engage in momentary hedonic pleasure that in some way jeopardizes 

(partially or fully) a long-term goal. The battle between temptation and long-term goal 

resonates with philosophical and classical literature dating to Plato and Aristotle, although 

colloquially this internal struggle has been depicted as a battle between ‘passion’ and 

‘reason’ (see Duckworth et al., 2014; Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015). This intrapsychic conflict 

is similarly featured in a number of different approaches, from Freud’s battle between id 

and ego to Mischel’s short-term and long-term gratification in marshmallow experiments 

(Duckworth et al., 2016; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Mischel, Shoda, & Peake, 1988).  

Some approaches take a slightly broader view of the conflict, and frame 

temptations in terms of short-term goals (see Inzlicht et al., 2021). In this view, short-term 

goals are suggested to be of lower order, offer immediate but smaller benefits, and can 

conflict with long-term goals, which are of higher order and offer delayed but larger 

benefits. Another common definition of a self-control dilemma involves conflict between 

proximal and distal motives, with proximal motives being more concrete and immediately 

satisfiable, whereas distal motives are abstract and remote (Duckworth et al., 2016; Fujita, 

2011). Similarly, when a self-control dilemma is conceived as an internal conflict between 

the pursuit of different behavioral plans (Ainslie, 1992; Loewenstein, 1996; Fischbach et 

al., 2003; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Rachlin, 1997), the premise is that one of the 

behavioral plans is of greater long-term importance than the other. In all of these 
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definitions, the common thread is that self-control dilemmas are manifested in a conflict 

between short-term allurements and long-term benefits (Kroese et al., 2011).  

Theoretical support for this view stems from dual system models which tie 

temptations to the impulsive system (System I) and long-term goals to the deliberate 

system (System II). A self-control dilemma arises when the two systems are in conflict 

with each other, and an act of self-control is manifested when System II can override 

System I to resolve conflict (see Hofmann et al., 2014; Inzlicht et al., 2021). As discussed 

previously, perhaps the strongest evidence for this approach comes from neuroimaging 

evidence, which shows that the two systems are associated with activity in different 

regions of the brain (Heatherton & Wagner, 2011).  

 In some approaches, conflict plays a less prominent role. For example, in control 

theory, the focus is on detecting and resolving the discrepancy between current and desired 

state, rather than on conflict per se (Inzlicht et al., 2011). Another example is goal systems 

theory, which is primarily centered on goals and goal pursuit, independent of conflict. 

However, this theory too acknowledges that conflict can occur when incompatible goals 

are activated; in those cases, it is suggested that conflict between goals produces an 

aversive state that an individual seeks to resolve (Shah & Kruglanski., 2004; Proulx & 

Inzlicht, 2012). Finally, choice models challenge the very notion that conflict is required 

for self-control; instead, they frame self-control dilemmas as value-based propositions 

where one has to decide between two response options based on their expected utility 

(Berkman et al., 2017).  
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Although perspectives accommodating a wider array of conflicts are more broadly 

applicable, one of the criticisms of this broad approach has been that not all conflicts 

reflect self-control dilemmas or require self-control to resolve (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015; 

Kung & Scholer, 2021). This is especially evident when considering certain types of goal 

conflict; because there are different means of accomplishing goals, in some cases the 

resolution might depend more on time management or prioritization than on self-control. 

For instance, although the goals of completing one’s dissertation and spending time with 

family are incompatible in a given moment, both can be pursued over time with careful 

planning and time management.  

To further distinguish among different types of conflicts, Kotabe and Hofmann 

(2015) proposed that the source of conflict can originate in one of three broad sets of self-

regulatory phenomena: desire-goal (D-G) conflict (e.g., eating cake versus losing weight), 

desire-desire (D-D) conflict (e.g., choosing between two dessert options), and goal-goal 

(G-G) conflict (e.g., spending time with family versus completing a work project). Of the 

three, the D-G conflict is the one that represents the classic self-control dilemma, whereas 

the other two may reflect broader motivational tendencies and can be resolved by means 

other than self-control. In D-D conflict, for example, it may be possible to simply opt for a 

stronger desire, and in G-G conflict, the more important goal may be prioritized in the 

moment (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015). However, the asymmetric D-G conflict involves “two 

qualitatively different psychological forces” (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015, p. 619), one of 

which is related to reward processing and the other to executive control.  It is this 

activation of two fundamentally different neuropsychological mechanisms that presumably 
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creates an asymmetrical conflict which is experienced as a self-control dilemma and whose 

successful resolution requires an act of self-control (i.e., deliberate System II overriding 

impulsive System I; Hofmann et al., 2014). 

Finally, some researchers suggest that there are only two main sources of conflict: 

resource conflict and inherent goal conflict (Gorgos & Grund, 2017; McCallum et al., 

1979; Kung & Scholer, 2021). Resource conflict arises when the pursuit of multiple goals 

is limited by available resources, such as time or money. Because most resources are finite, 

this type of conflict is common, but it is also potentially resolvable with increases in 

resources. For example, given enough money one could both make home improvements 

and go on vacation. The other type of conflict arises when desired end-states are at odds 

with each other, such as enjoying unhealthy food and leading a healthy life. Whether it is 

values that clash or goals that are fundamentally incompatible, this type of conflict is 

considered a form of inherent conflict (Kung & Scholer, 2021). Inherent conflicts are more 

difficult to resolve because additional resources do not diminish the conflict itself; instead, 

the conflict is “resolved” by overriding one value or goal in favor of another, which is 

consistent with a classical definition of self-control.  

The diversity of perspectives and the plurality of definitions and conceptualizations 

of self-control dilemmas speak to the complexity of the phenomenon and highlight the 

need for a nuanced approach when researching it. However, it is not clear to what extent 

nuanced theoretical conceptualizations reflect the empirical reality. One would be hard-

pressed to assume that in daily encounters with self-control dilemmas, people make the 

same intricate distinctions between the type or the source of conflict they experience, or 
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that they always neatly sort their thoughts and behaviors into well-defined goals and 

temptations.  

In general, self-control research has paid less attention to how people 

spontaneously evaluate abstract, desired end-states, and, in particular, how individuals’ 

beliefs about what their goals and the response options mapping onto those goals are, 

jointly influence subsequent construal of a situation as a self-control dilemma. Taking the 

most common self-control research scenario as an example, being presented with a piece of 

cake constitutes a self-control dilemma only if an individual has a goal related to eating 

healthy, is motivated to act on that goal in the moment, and recognizes cake as a 

temptation. For an individual not particularly concerned about eating healthy, this situation 

might not trigger the need for self-control. Additionally, even if the individual has a goal to 

eat healthy, a piece of cake might not represent a temptation by definition as some people 

might not care for sweets but are tempted by a large-size Big Mac. Finally, even if the 

individual has a healthy eating goal and is generally tempted by a piece of cake, there still 

may be situations when the presence of cake does not amount to a self-control dilemma. 

For example, attending a wedding may be a situation where eating a wedding cake is not 

seen as a self-control failure but as an act of adhering to social norms and expectations. 

The main premise of the argument illustrated by the above example is that 

situations represent self-control dilemmas only when they are construed as such by an 

individual, as it is only the individual who can interpret internal and external stimuli as 

goals and temptations and determine if and when they are in conflict with each other. 

Moreover, in daily life, people are repeatedly confronted with situations whose 
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interpretation as a self-control dilemma can alternate depending on context. What drives an 

individual to construe certain situations as self-control dilemmas and subsequently act to 

resolve them? Why do people value certain goals more, experience certain stimuli as more 

tempting, and exert self-control in some areas of their lives better than in others? Certainly, 

one’s unique construal of the situation and a subsequent interpretation of stimuli as goals 

and temptations are inextricably linked to a variety of self-conceptions and self-

representations. Yet, the role “self” plays in the unfolding of self-control dilemmas, 

although implicitly acknowledged, has largely remained unexplored. Separate from self-

control research, however, there has been a great deal of interest in the concept of self. In 

the next section, a brief overview of research on self-concept is presented before exploring 

the role self-concept may play in self-control dilemmas. 

Self-concept 
The centrality of “self” in psychological experiences is undeniable. Self is 

implicated in a wide range of psychological processes, from self-evaluations and social 

perceptions to interpersonal interactions and decision-making (e.g., see Lodi-Smith & 

DeMarree, 2017). By extension, a person’s beliefs about “self” - their self-concepts - are 

similarly implicated in such psychological processes because they are important drivers of 

a person's thoughts, feelings, and ultimately, behaviors (Baumeister & Vohs, 2016). It is 

thus not surprising that self-concept has long been considered an important topic across 

disciplines (e.g., psychology, sociology) and across a number of diverse settings, including 

educational, developmental, clinical, and health, to name just a few. Yet, despite its 

criticality and centrality, there is still considerable ambiguity and varying perspectives on 
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what self-concept is and how it should be measured (Mercer, 2012). This lack of consensus 

stems partially from differences in perspectives among disciplines and partially from the 

diversity and evolution of theoretical perspectives within the disciplines.  Thus, before 

outlining the current dominant perspective, this discussion of self-concept will begin by 

acknowledging the multitudes of proposed definitions reflecting diverse theoretical 

perspectives and evolving conceptualizations of the construct.  

Conceptualizations of self-concept 
Broadly, self-concept refers to how people see themselves, or what people believe 

to be true about themselves. On a very basic level, self-concept is reflected in an answer to 

the question “Who/What am I?” (Shavelson et al., 1976; Campbell et al., 2000; Morin, 

2017).  Early conceptualizations of self-concept reflect this broad view by defining self-

concept as the “totality of the individual’s thoughts and feelings with reference to the self 

as an object” (Rosenberg, 1986, p. 34). Implied in this definition is the notion that self-

concept is a unitary entity, representing one broad, overarching self (McConnell, 2010). As 

a result, most of the early self-concept research was focused on examining how a global 

self-concept influences various complex behaviors, such as school achievement, learning, 

and social interactions. In fact, a great deal of this research was centered on a single aspect 

of self-concept, self-esteem (Markus & Wurf, 1987).   

However, the research findings that emerged over the last few decades frequently 

challenged the unitary view. For example, a meta-analysis of self-concept interventions 

found significantly greater effects when the intervention was related to facets of self-

concept than when the intervention was targeting a more global self-concept (O’Mara et 
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al., 2006). These findings are generally better aligned with a second influential perspective 

on self-concept, one that views it as a multidimensional, dynamic construct. The core 

proposition of this perspective is the existence of multiple selves, although exactly what 

those selves are varies from scholar to scholar. For example, Higgins (1987) suggested that 

the self is comprised of the actual, the ideal, and the ought self, whereas Brewer and 

Gardner (1996) argued that the self exists at the personal, relational, and collective level, 

depending on how people think of themselves in relationship to others. While some 

scholars emphasized the broad aspects of self (e.g., private, public, and collective; see 

Greenwald & Breckler, 1986; Triandis, 1989), others, especially in the educational field, 

focused on more specific, narrow aspects, such as academic, social, emotional, and 

physical self (Craven & Marsch, 2006; Shavelsen et al., 1976). The lack of agreement on 

the possible selves notwithstanding, recent research has firmly moved toward the view of 

self-concept as consisting of multiple, contextually activated selves (McConnell, 2011).  

Overlap with other constructs 
One of the issues associated with researching self-concept has been differentiating 

it from other conceptually related terms. One of the most obvious entanglements is with the 

construct of “self”. Summarizing decades of scholarly thought, Gecas (1982) provided a 

useful distinction between self as “a reflexive process that develops through social 

interactions” and self-concept as “a product of that reflexive process” demonstrated in how 

a person sees themselves “as a physical, social, and spiritual or moral being” (p. 2). This 

was an important distinction, because once self-concept was conceptualized as a cognitive 

phenomenon, it was effectively extracted from the realm of philosophical inquiry, where 
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the self has largely been debated, and moved into the realm of scientific inquiry, opening 

the doors for empirical research.  

Self-esteem is another construct that has been used interchangeably with self-

concept, especially in educational and developmental psychology research (Schaubroeck et 

al., 2012).  Self-esteem refers to a person’s overall evaluation of their worth or value as a 

person (Harter et al., 1998) and has often been associated with one’s global view of self. 

Under the unitary conceptualization of self-concept, self-esteem was often considered as 

the higher-order construct representing a broad, overarching self. Under the multifaceted 

view, it is considered to be one of the aspects of self-concept. To more clearly delineate the 

two constructs, some researchers adopted the view that self-esteem represents an evaluative 

component of self-concept as opposed to knowledge components such as beliefs about 

one’s attributes (Campbell et al., 1996). Drawing from a cognitive perspective, Greenwald 

et al. (2002) hinted at a similar distinction by proposing that “self-esteem is the association 

of the concept of self with a valence attribute and self-concept is the association of the 

concept of self with one or more (nonvalence) attribute concepts'' (p. 6). In general, 

researchers have moved away from equating self-esteem and self-concept and instead are 

increasingly conceptualizing self-esteem as an evaluative aspect of self-concept or as a 

distinct but related construct.  

Identity is another construct that is difficult to tease apart from self-concept. In 

fact, in social psychology, the investigation of self-concept is mostly tied to the social 

identity perspective and seen through the prism of the role-dependent nature of self (see 

Schaubroeck et al., 2012). At a high level, a distinction has been drawn between identity as 
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a sense of self in relationship to a specific social context (Mercer, 2012) and self-concept 

as a theory about who one is (Oyserman, 2009; Oyserman et al., 2012). However, when 

one takes a closer look at the nature of some identities, the line between self-concept and 

identity becomes decidedly blurry. Although many identities are social in nature (i.e., 

connected to membership in a group or a relationship; e.g., gender, racial/ethnic, spouse) 

not all of them are. Some identities are classified as personal because they focus on 

characteristics that apply across contexts, such as being a rugged individual or being smart 

(Oyserman, 2009). When defined in terms of attributes, personal identities are difficult to 

separate from self-concept. Believing that one is a rugged individual can be seen both as a 

theory about who one is and as a personal identity. The extent to which a clear line can be 

drawn between identity and self-concept is dubious at best. Rather than focusing on what 

delineates the two constructs, Oyserman (2001) advanced a more integrated view of the 

two terms by suggesting that personal and social identities are part of the self-concept. She 

proposed that the role of identities is to organize experiences and form “a basis for making 

predictions about oneself and about others’ responses to the self” (p. 251). In this view, 

identities directly contribute to forming a theory about who one is, and, in turn, the theory 

about who one is - one’s self-concept - is expressed via one’s personal and social identities.  

Finally, in a recent attempt to develop a glossary of self-related terms, Morin 

(2017) classified self-concept as self-views, a category that includes content and feelings 

about self. Elaborating on the content about self, Morin offered a more nuanced view of 

self-concept by distinguishing it from self-knowledge. He argued that, unlike self-

knowledge which is presumed to contain mostly accurate information about the self, self-
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concept is not necessarily a faithful representation of the self. Indeed, research has 

provided ample evidence that people tend to hold unrealistic views of themselves (Pronin, 

2008). As part of his tentative taxonomy, Morin provided two definitions of self-concept, 

one conceptualizing it as a global or a situation-specific perception/image of self, and the 

other referring to self-concept as a coherent and organized set of self-information acquired 

through self-awareness and social feedback/comparison (Marsh & Shavelson, 1985; 

Hornsey, 2008; Racy, 2015). The two definitions represent and, to some extent, integrate 

diverse viewpoints from self-concept literature by acknowledging that self-concept can be 

both global and situation-specific in the first definition, and by including the increasingly 

prevalent cognitive perspective in the second definition.  

Cognitive perspective 
Although Kinch, as early as 1963, wrote about self-concept as “the organization of 

qualities that the individual attributes to himself” (p. 481), it was not until the cognitive 

revolution of the ‘80s and ‘90s that the conceptualization of self-concept as cognitive 

schema firmly took hold in psychological research. Since then, the cognitive perspective 

has become a dominant paradigm when discussing self-concept. Defining self-concept as 

an organized knowledge structure consisting of one’s beliefs about self, episodic and 

semantic memories about self, and evaluations of self (e.g., Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; 

Campbell et al., 2000; Kihlstrom & Cantor, 1984) spurred further refinement of the 

construct. Namely, this conceptualization allowed for differentiation between the contents 

of the self-concept and its structure (Campbell et al., 2000). Self-concept content refers to 

beliefs about one’s attributes (e.g., traits, physical characteristics, abilities, roles, and 
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values) and evaluation of such attributes, which is consistent with how self-concept has 

been historically viewed and studied. Self-concept structure refers to how the knowledge 

components or specific self-beliefs are organized and represented in memory; conceiving 

self-concept in terms of its structure is firmly grounded in the cognitive perspective and is 

the focus of most of the subsequent scholarly thought and research on self-concept.  In 

particular, researchers have recently been preoccupied with how self-beliefs are organized 

and how such organization impacts various individual outcomes. Some of the frequently 

studied structural features of self-concept are the extent to which individuals differ in how 

strongly their self-beliefs are interrelated (self-complexity), how different self-beliefs are 

from each other (self-differentiation), how clearly people understand themselves (self-

concept clarity), and how malleable self-beliefs are over time (self-concept stability; 

Campbell et al., 2000; Schaubroeck et al., 2012).   

Also drawing from the cognitive perspective, Greenwald et al. (2002) advanced the 

conceptualization of the self-concept as an associative network containing links between 

the concept of self and attribute concepts. Recognizing the centrality of the self in the 

associative knowledge structure, they proposed that the self is associated with a number of 

other, highly interconnected concepts. The term self-concept is used when the concept of 

self is associated with a nonvalenced attribute (akin to the knowledge component in prior 

definitions), whereas the term self-esteem represents the association of the concept of self 

with a valence attribute (Greenwald et al., 2002). There are several important implications 

of this conceptualization. First, the notion that the concept of self can be associated with 

any number of other concepts, such as personal attributes, identities, roles, activities, and 
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even objects, provides a theoretical underpinning for the multiple selves view. Second, the 

idea that association strength, direction, and valence can vary, aligns with the dynamic 

view of self-concept. Third, the proposition that activation of self-concept can occur by 

association with other, momentarily active concepts implies a bi-directional nature of 

associations. In other words, self-concept can both initiate and be activated by a wide range 

of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Finally, it is generally accepted that activation of links 

through association happens outside of our awareness. Consistent with this view, at least 

some of the association between the concept of self and other concepts could be occurring 

automatically. Furthermore, such associations would mostly be context-dependent, 

meaning they would be activated in specific situations, as a consequence of a particular 

external input or due to an activation of an associated concept (Deutsch & Strack, 2009; 

Hirschmuller et al., 2012; Schnabel & Asendorpf, 2010). 

In summary, the conceptualization of self-concept has evolved over the years from 

a stable, unitary, and generalized entity to a dynamic, malleable, multidimensional, and 

multifaceted structure implicated in both intrapersonal and interpersonal processes (Markus 

& Wurf, 1987; McConnell, 2010). Increasingly, self-concept is understood from a 

cognitive perspective as an organization of self-representations in an associative 

knowledge network.  Although there are different perspectives on the exact nature and 

form of self-concept organization, the unifying premise of the last several decades of 

research is that self-concept plays a major role in human behavior: self-concept is involved 

in interpreting and processing self-relevant information, in guiding and influencing a wide 

range of behaviors, and in course-correcting based on input from the social environment. A 
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great deal of research is now dedicated to understanding how self-concept operates and 

how and when it impacts behavior. However, in existing self-concept research, relatively 

little attention has been paid to the role of affect in the organization of self-relevant 

experiences. Although there is a consensus among scholars that the self is implicated in 

most, if not all, affective experiences, how affect interplays with self-representations to 

guide day-to-day behavior remains largely unexplored in empirical studies.  

Affect 
Affect is an umbrella term that includes a wide range of feelings people can 

experience. Those can be stable personality tendencies (i.e., trait affect), more diffuse 

feeling states that can be short or long-lasting (i.e., moods), or discrete emotions that are 

short-lived, intensive, and targeted (Barsade & Gibson, 2007).  Substantial empirical 

research over the past 40 years has established that affect, both trait and state, plays a 

significant role in a wide range of human behaviors (Damasio et al., 1994; Davidson et al., 

2003; Keltner & Lerner, 2010; Lerner et al., 2015). For instance, positive and negative 

affect have been associated with task performance, organizational citizenship behaviors, 

counterproductive work behavior, and occupational injury (Kaplan et al., 2009). Affective 

states have also been found to influence cognitive performance by promoting particular 

styles of processing (Huntsinger & Ray, 2016). In negotiations, positive mood has been 

linked to more cooperative behavior, more innovative problem-solving strategies, and 

more “win-win” agreements (Barsade, 2002; Carnevale & Isen, 1986), whereas negative 

mood has been associated with more competitive behavior and poorer negotiation 

outcomes (Forgas, 1995). Discrete emotions have been found to play a critical role in early 
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parent-child attachment, in social interactions, in shaping memories (for review, see 

Keltner & Lerner, 2010), and in neurological responses to stimuli (Bechara et al., 2014; 

Phelps et al., 2014). However, perhaps nowhere has the inquiry into the role of emotions 

dominated the recent conversation more than in the area of judgment and decision-making 

(George & Dane, 2016; Lerner et al., 2015). Research from this discipline not only 

cemented the notion that emotions arising from the decision at hand (i.e., integral 

emotions) are vital to the decision-making process but also highlighted the fact that even 

emotions that arise from factors unrelated to the decision (i.e., incidental emotions) can 

exert a strong influence on how decisions are made (Lerner et al., 2015; Lowenstein & 

Lerner, 2003). As a result, it is now widely accepted that emotions in general are a critical 

driver of most important decisions in life (e.g., Frijda et al. 1989; Keltner & Lerner, 2010; 

Lazarus, 1991; Loewenstein et al., 2001).  

The compelling evidence emerging from judgment and decision-making research 

has begun to drive scholars across other disciplines to also consider the role of affect in a 

variety of psychological processes. One area where the role of affect has historically not 

been given a lot of attention is in research on self-control. This is unfortunate, because self-

control dilemmas are inherently tied to decision-making, and thus any insight about the 

role of affect from decision research can be potentially leveraged to enhance our 

understanding of how people resolve self-control dilemmas.  

Affect and Self-Concept 
The notion that the processing of information important to the person is inherently 

laden with affect is not contested in cognitive psychology. In fact, cognitions representing 
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beliefs about self and one’s future have long been labeled “hot” and “emotional” (Mischel 

& Shoda, 1995). One of the early attempts to capture a more nuanced interplay between 

cognition and affect was Mischel and Shoda’s (1995) cognitive-affective processing 

system model (CAPS). Grounded in cognitive psychology, this personality model 

conceptualized a person’s mind as a network of interconnected units, which include 

cognitive representation and affective states that interact dynamically and influence each 

other reciprocally. These cognitive-affective units (CAUs), ranging from basic evaluative 

reactions to more abstract goals and plans, are involved in the encoding of information at 

multiple levels of awareness and automaticity and can be activated by situational factors. 

One of the central tenets of the theory is that the processing of information important to the 

person is intrinsically affect-laden and that cognitive representations and affective 

reactions/states are very much intertwined (Mischel & Shoda, 1995). 

 It is thus somewhat surprising that affect has largely been neglected in research on 

self-concept. That is not to say that the role of affect in self-relevant experiences is 

completely dismissed. Early views of self-concept refer to it as a “totality of thoughts and 

feelings” related to self (Rosenberg, 1989, p. 34); however, in research, the focus has been 

mainly on cognitive aspects, such as the content and structure of self-concept. This is also 

reflected in current views of self-concept, from Greenwald’s (2002) conceptualization of 

self-concept as “the association of self with one or more nonvalence attribute concepts'' (p. 

5) to Morrin (2017) referring to it as “global, emotionally flat, view that one has of 

oneself” (p. 6; italics added for emphasis).  



 
 

47 
 

When research on self-concept has involved affective states, it has generally taken 

one of two directions. One direction was to explore the consequences of affect, mood in 

particular, for self-views. Consistent with the mood-congruency hypothesis, research has 

mostly confirmed that those in happy moods, as opposed to sad moods, recall more 

positive information about self, make more positive self-judgments, and expect more 

positive outcomes for self in the future (Sedikides, 1992). The other research direction was 

to examine the effects of self on affective states. Several interesting findings emerged from 

this line of research. For instance, self-complexity was found to be associated with reduced 

negative affect (Linville, 1987), social comparisons with others have been found to elicit 

positive or negative affect depending on whether they were downward or upward (Buunk 

et al., 1990), and discrepancies between different self-aspects (e.g., ideal versus actual self 

as opposed to actual versus ought self) were found to lead to the emergence of different 

discrete emotions (Higgins, 1987). The line of research pertaining to different self-aspects 

reflects a more recent conceptualization of self-concept, the multiple self-aspect framework 

(MSF; McConnell, 2011). One of the theoretical propositions of this framework concerns 

the role of affect as well. Specifically, MSF proposes that the overall affect is a reflection 

of combined evaluations of one’s multiple self-aspects accessible in the moment 

(McConnell, 2011).  

Regardless of whether one adopts the view that affect is a consequence of active 

self-concepts or the view that affect functions as a heuristic that aids the organization of 

self-relevant experiences (see Markus & Wurf, 1987), many theoretical and empirical 

questions about the relationship between affect and self-concept remain unanswered.  
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Affect and Self-Regulation 
In self-regulation research, similar to self-concept research, affect has not played a 

prominent role. However, on occasion, affect has been incorporated into models of self-

regulation or otherwise addressed in one of several ways.  

First, one of the most frequent ways affect has been approached in self-regulation 

research is as a target of self-regulation. This line of research focuses on the modulation of 

affective experiences and consequences (Diamond & Aspinwall, 2003). Consistent with 

broader self-regulation frameworks, one of the core features of emotion regulation is “the 

activation of a goal” that leads to “altering the emotion trajectory” (Gross, 2014, p. 6). 

Contrary to the early focus on the down-regulation of negative emotions, contemporary 

emotion regulation models include both up- and down-regulation of positive and negative 

affect (McRae & Gross, 2020). Perhaps the most well-known is the process model of 

emotion regulation (Gross, 1998). This model identifies five broad categories of strategies 

people use to regulate their emotions, as well as four stages at which emotion regulation 

can occur.  

Affect has also been studied as an outcome of goal pursuit. This view is consistent 

with control theory insofar as it proposes that feelings arise as a function of a feedback 

process central to the goal pursuit (Carver, 2004). Specifically, when the rate of progress 

toward the goal is better than expected, positive feelings are expected to emerge. However, 

when the rate of progress is not sufficient to reduce the discrepancy, negative feelings 

should emerge - signaling a need for further action (Carver, 2004, 2006). In this view, the 

role of affect in self-regulation is to assess how quickly the discrepancy is being reduced 

and send the signal through the feedback loop, indirectly guiding subsequent action 
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(Carver, 2004). The proposed signaling function of affect is consistent with the evidence 

that emerged from the emotions research, which indicated that negative feelings promote 

further action more so than positive feelings (Carver & Scheier, 1990; Higgins, 1997). 

Focusing more broadly on goal-directed behavior, some scholars have proposed 

that “emotions function in complex ways to motivate, direct, and regulate actions in the 

service of goal pursuit” (Bagozzi & Pieters, 1998, p. 2). In a model of goal-directed 

emotions, Bagozzi and Pieters (1998) identified anticipatory emotions and goal-outcome 

emotions as critical drivers of goal-related behaviors. In their view, anticipatory emotions 

are generated upon entering a goal situation by one’s assessment of the likelihood of goal 

success and/or goal failure. Goal-outcome emotions are elicited by one’s actual goal 

attainment or failure and, once generated, they become signals in the feedback loop that 

continually updates appraisals of goal situations (Bagozzi & Pieters, 1998). The core 

assumption of this model is that anticipatory emotions, if intense enough, play a pivotal 

role in motivating volitional processes, which then lead to the initiation of instrumental 

behaviors aimed at attaining the goal.   

Affect has also been linked to goal-directed behavior via two types of motivation, 

approach and avoidance. These two motivational systems are believed to be based in two 

conceptual nervous systems, BAS and BIS, discussed earlier (see Gray, 1982, 1990). 

Research in neurophysiology has provided compelling evidence that BAS is responsible 

for facilitating behavior and generating positive affect, and BIS is responsible for inhibiting 

behavior and generating negative affect (Elliot, 2006; Elliot & Trash, 2002). When applied 

to goal-directed behavior, the model suggests that a positive mood, which is associated 
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with the approach system, would promote goal adoption and goal striving. Conversely, a 

negative mood, which is associated with an avoidance system, would be more likely to 

lead to goal rejection (Fishbach & Labroo, 2007). This theoretical framework and related 

empirical evidence also have implications for self-control, which is discussed next. 

Affect and Self-Control  
Extending the approach and avoidance motivation framework to self-control, some 

researchers have proposed that a positive mood, as opposed to a neutral or negative mood, 

would lead to greater self-control efforts (Fishbach & Labroo, 2007). This is consistent 

with the mood-as-information hypothesis (Schwarz & Clore, 2003), which suggests that a 

positive mood signals that the environment is safe for goal pursuit whereas a negative 

mood signals the opposite. Support for this proposition can be found in prior research on 

delay of gratification, which showed that happy children were better able to resist an 

immediate reward for a more valuable but delayed one (Moore et al., 1976; Schwarz & 

Pollack, 1977). In the same vein, some studies found correlations between positive mood 

and accomplishing tasks perceived to have short-term costs but long-term benefits 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997; Raghunathan & Trope, 2002; Trope & Pomerantz, 1998). 

Interestingly, the relationship was also found to work in the other direction. In several 

studies conducted by Schmeichel et al. (2010), exercising self-control temporarily 

increased approach motivation. Specifically, after participants exercised self-control in the 

experiment, they (a) reported greater desire to seek out opportunities for reward, (b) 

increased betting behavior in a low-stakes gambling game, and (c) demonstrated greater 

perceptual sensitivity to reward-related stimuli.  
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A different stream of research has approached managing affect (e.g., moods and 

emotions) as a short-term goal per se. According to this view and consistent with the 

mood-congruency perspective, people are driven to maintain a positive mood, improve a 

neutral mood, and repair a negative mood (Fishbach & Labroo, 2007). Furthermore, the 

evidence suggests that concern with mood maintenance is particularly pronounced for 

those in a positive mood, as they are more invested in preserving and prolonging such 

mood (Handley et al., 2004). Applying these findings to the self-control context, it can be 

derived that when self-control interferes with maintaining a positive mood, people might 

be motivated to avoid such activities – in contrast to what the approach-avoidance 

motivation view suggests. To account for these somewhat contradictory predictions, 

Fishbach and Labroo (2007) proposed that the effect of moods and emotions on self-

control depends on the type of goal that is accessible to the person: a self-improvement or a 

mood-management goal. Across six studies, they found that happy people, compared to 

neutral or unhappy people, performed better on self-control tasks when their self-

improvement goal was accessible; however, when a mood-management goal was 

accessible, happy people were more likely to forgo self-control tasks (Fishbach & Labroo, 

2007).  

In early models and theories of self-control (Baumeister et al., 1994a; see Inzlicht 

et al., 2021), a critical component of self-control was proposed to be the ability to inhibit 

undesired impulses, which are implicitly assumed to be loaded with strong affective 

components. The appeal of temptations is believed to come from their hedonic value, 

which is often in conflict with more beneficial long-term goals. In that case, affective 
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experiences, manifested as desires and temptations, are viewed as hindrances to goal 

pursuit that need to be suppressed. According to these models, suppression or inhibition of 

an impulse is more successful when an impulse is weak and/or control is strong. In 

contrast, a strong impulse or desire would likely lead to failure of self-control (Schmeichel 

et al., 2010). Empirical findings, however, paint a more complicated picture. As mentioned 

previously, the evidence suggests that people seem to resist stronger temptations better 

than the weak ones (Coelho do Vale et al., 2008; Kröese et al., 2011).  Additionally, 

temptations have been found to play an important role in goal activation (Fishbach et al., 

2003); thus, suppressing them might have an opposite effect from what would be 

anticipated (i.e., weakening self-control).  

A similarly complicated relationship between affect and temptations emerged from 

Hofmann et al.’s (2013) study which tested assumptions of a standard utilitarian model 

(see Mellers, 2000). This influential model posits that people give in to temptations 

because they expect that doing so will result in an immediate reward (i.e., hedonic 

pleasure) greater than any long-term reward associated with resisting temptation (Ainslie, 

2001; Stroud & Tappolet, 2003). Hofmann and colleagues (2013) examined this utilitarian 

model assumption by testing competing hypotheses predicting gains in momentary 

happiness when enacting tempting desires versus non-tempting ones. In contrast to the 

model predictions, they found that participants gained substantially less momentary 

happiness from enacting temptations than from non-temptations (i.e., low-conflict desires 

they did not attempt to resist). A subsequent mediation analysis revealed that the decrease 

in hedonic pleasure was the result of self-conscious emotions. More specifically, when 
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participants enacted tempting desires, they also experienced more guilt and less pride, 

which affected their momentary happiness. Hofmann and colleagues pointedly referred to 

this effect as “spoiled pleasures.” 

Taken together, there is now considerable evidence that various affective states, 

and emotions in particular, play a significant role in self-control. The nature and the extent 

of that role in processing self-control dilemmas are discussed next. 

Affect & Self-Control Dilemmas 
A significant gap in our understanding of self-control concerns the role of affective 

processes in self-control dilemmas. In early theories of self-control, affect was typically 

linked with the impulse side in the dilemmas, whereas rational thought (i.e., cognition) was 

linked to the restraint side (see Giner-Sorolla, 2001; Strack & Deutsch, 2004). Similarly, 

Kuhl’s theory of action control (Kuhl & Kraska, 1989) proposed that when self-control is 

exercised, actions that are based on emotional preferences are effectively overruled in 

favor of actions that are based on cognitive preferences. Consistent with this view, research 

findings coming from earlier work on delay of gratification have associated negative 

affective states with choosing immediate rewards, presumably in an effort to improve the 

unpleasant mood (Moore et al., 1976; Schwarz & Pollack, 1977).  

Although these results provide some support for the notion that emotions promote 

short-term focus associated with impulses and temptations, there are other research 

findings that tell a more complex story. For instance, it has been suggested that 

experiencing goal conflict, as is the case in self-control dilemmas, is a source of mixed 

emotions in and of itself (Berrios et al., 2015). Across multiple studies, Becker et al. (2019) 
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confirmed that experiencing conflict during decision-making fueled negative emotions, 

with the intensity of emotions rising as the strength of the conflict increased. Furthermore, 

in several of their studies, negative emotions emerged regardless of the choice that was 

made. In other words, even when participants resisted temptation and acted in accordance 

with their long-term goal (e.g., resisting dessert and choosing salad), they still experienced 

negative affect afterward, in some cases leading to the reversal to the unhealthy choice in 

subsequent dilemmas (Becker et al., 2019). The concurrent presence of both positive and 

negative emotions was also found in a qualitative study examining how participants feel 

after succeeding and failing at self-control. More specifically, participants in that study 

reported that positive emotions were often followed by negative emotions, and vice versa, 

in both self-control failures and successes (Andrade & Hoyle, 2022). 

Additionally, there is compelling evidence that, beyond just positive and negative 

affect, there is a wide range of discrete emotions implicated in self-control dilemmas.  In 

experience sampling and qualitative studies, participants typically report experiencing 

guilt, remorse, regret, shame, pride, gratitude, and relief, in addition to more general 

sadness and happiness (Andrade & Hoyle, 2022; Hofmann & Fisher, 2012b).  

Finally, some scholars argue that the very act of giving in or resisting temptation 

can have emotional consequences, guiding future behaviors (Becker et al., 2019). For 

example, Wertheim and Schwartz (1983) found that male participants (but not female) who 

experienced guilt were more likely to enter an aversive situation that carried a clear long-

term benefit rather than delaying it. Other studies have found that guilt is present when 

people feel they are acting inconsistently with their higher-order goals and pride is present 
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when acting in congruence with long-term goals (Hofmann & Fisher, 2012b; Hofmann et 

al., 2013). Another emotion, regret, has been associated with both giving in and resisting 

temptations and has been found to significantly influence subsequent choices in similar 

situations (Hofmann et al., 2013; Kivetz & Keinan, 2006).  

To summarize, although there is strong cumulative evidence for the pervasive role 

of emotions in processing and resolving self-control dilemmas, a lot less is known about 

the exact role various emotions play in self-control, the source of such emotions, how they 

interact with each other, and when their unique or joint influence on self-control decisions 

is most pronounced.  The next section will primarily focus on discussing self-conscious 

emotions due to their relevance for processing self-control dilemmas.  

Self-conscious emotions 
Self-conscious emotions (e.g., embarrassment, guilt, pride, shame) are proposed to 

constitute a special class of emotions characterized by their dependence on the cognitive 

processing of self-relevant information (Tangney, 1999; Tracy & Robins, 2004). The 

central feature of these emotions is their focus on self, manifested through complex self-

awareness and self-representation. In fact, self-conscious emotions are believed to arise 

from self-evaluations and thus a prerequisite for experiencing this class of emotions is a 

developed sense of self (Tangney, 2012). This makes them distinct from basic emotions 

(e.g., joy, anger, fear) which have a biological basis and are not predicated on the sense of 

self (Campos, 1995; Ekman, 1992; Tangney & Fischer, 1995). Evidence from 

developmental psychology provides support for this distinction as research shows that self-

conscious emotions emerge later in life than basic emotions, and their emergence 
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corresponds with the onset of rudimentary self-recognition in young children (see 

Tangney, 1999). Another difference between basic and self-conscious emotions involves 

the universality of facial expressions associated with emotions; unlike basic emotions, self-

conscious emotions are not associated with universally recognized facial expressions 

(Ekman, 1992: Keltner et al., 2003).  

Self-conscious emotions are believed to be vital to psychological functioning, 

supporting both social and intrapsychic functions (Tracy & Robin, 2004). They have been 

linked to improved performance in two important domains: task-related achievements 

(Stipek, 1995; Weiner, 1985) and social interactions (Baumeister et al, 1994b). In terms of 

socialized needs, self-conscious emotions seem to facilitate and advance the fulfillment of 

social goals (Keltner & Buswell, 1997). For instance, researchers have proposed that pride 

might be implicated in establishing dominance, guilt in promoting group cooperation and 

protecting close relationships, and embarrassment and shame in facilitating conciliation 

(Baumeister et al., 1994b; Gilbert, 1998; Keltner & Buswell, 1997; Tracy & Robins, 2007). 

Collectively, these self-conscious emotions are proposed to coordinate and motivate 

behaviors relevant to social dynamics, from affirming status to maintaining the stability of 

social hierarchies (Tracy & Robins, 2004).  

It is also suggested that self-conscious emotions play an important role in the 

motivation and regulation of one’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Campos, 1995; 

Tangney & Fisher, 1995). This intrapsychic function is evident in the extent to which self-

conscious emotions steer one’s behavior toward both socially valued actions and goals 

consistent with one’s self-representations (Tangney & Dearing, 2003). It is this role of self-
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conscious emotions in intrapsychic processes that is especially relevant for self-control 

dilemmas, as such dilemmas represent an inherently within-person process.  

Tracy and Robins (2004, 2007) used a prominent appraisal framework to propose 

that self-conscious emotions emerge as a result of how a precipitating event is appraised in 

terms of self-relevance, identity-goal congruence, and attribution of causality. According to 

their process model of self-conscious emotions, events that are appraised as relevant to 

one’s identity, potentially congruent or incongruent with one’s goals, and attributed to 

internal causes, are expected to trigger self-conscious emotions (Tracy & Robins, 2004). 

Thus, in the context of self-control dilemmas, guilt or shame would be expected to emerge 

when people perceive behavior under their control to be inconsistent with their self-

representations and goals. Conversely, behaving consistently with one’s standards is 

expected to elicit pride.  

The degree of complexity associated with research findings in this area is evident 

in the findings from Hofmann et al.’s (2012b) experience sampling study. In this study, the 

impact of anticipated guilt and pride on success/failures of self-control was examined over 

a period of time. Although pride had a consistently positive effect on self-control, the 

results were mixed for guilt. On one hand, experiencing guilt increased awareness of the 

self-control conflict and led participants to assign more importance to their subsequent 

self-control goals. On the other hand, experiencing guilt had a negative relationship with 

behavioral inhibition, suggesting weaker self-control efforts.  

These equivocal findings challenge the assumption that self-conscious emotions 

always elicit greater self-control efforts. According to the opposing view, negative self-
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conscious emotions could lead to attempts to repair the bad mood that arises from giving in 

to temptations, thus undermining future attempts at self-control. Indeed, the results of 

empirical studies have been mixed, with some studies finding that self-conscious emotions 

lead to subsequent over-indulgence (e.g., overeating or binge behaviors) and other studies 

reporting that self-conscious emotions halt indulgence (e.g., subsequent drinking; see 

Giner-Sorolla, 2001). Several self-conscious emotions, with implications for self-control, 

are discussed next.  

Guilt. Guilt arises primarily from a disapproval of one’s specific actions resulting 

in a sense of tension and remorse over the act (Tangney, 2004). Guilt is often used 

interchangeably with shame although empirical evidence suggests they are distinct 

emotions eliciting different “action tendencies” (see Tangney, 2004). Compared to shame, 

people who experience guilt typically focus their negative evaluations on a specific 

behavior rather than the whole self, thus suggesting guilt is a less painful and destructive 

experience. As a consequence of this narrower focus, guilt seems to motivate people to 

engage in reparation, to try to undo the damage that was done. Because guilt seems to 

promote more proactive and future-oriented behaviors, it has been viewed as a more 

adaptive emotion than shame. Indeed, empirical evidence supports this view. Guilt-prone 

individuals appear to be more empathetic, more likely to engage in attempts to repair 

damaged relationships, and less likely to report having their core identity shaken when 

feeling guilty (Tangney, 1999). Experiencing guilt is believed to motivate people to 

course-correct thus serving an important self-regulatory function. Given the considerable 



 
 

59 
 

evidence that guilt is more effective in promoting self-regulation than shame (Tangney, 

1994), our focus will be on guilt and not on shame in this research.  

Pride. Pride is considered to be one of the few “positive” self-conscious emotions, 

meaning that people overwhelmingly describe feeling pride as a positive experience. Pride 

is defined as an emotion that arises when individuals feel responsible for a socially valued 

outcome or feel they are a socially valued person (Mascolo & Fischer, 1995). It is widely 

assumed that pride enhances one’s self-worth and may motivate people to pursue behaviors 

that conform to personal and/or social standards of worth (Barrett, 1995). Some researchers 

have proposed that pride has two facets: authentic pride and hubris (Lewis, 2008). 

According to this view, authentic pride arises when a person attributes success to one’s 

specific action or behavior, whereas hubris is experienced when one attributes success to 

the entire, global self. It has been further proposed that hubris could be a maladaptive form 

of pride. Several lines of research provide support for the distinction between the two 

facets. Across multiple studies, Tracy and Robins (2007) found psychometric evidence of 

two pride factors, with different personality correlates and distinct cognitive antecedents. 

Overall, feelings of pride are believed to promote and reinforce socially valued behaviors 

implicated in maintaining a positive self-concept and obtaining others’ respect (Tracy & 

Robins, 2007).  

Regret. Literature on self-conscious emotions is fairly silent on regret. In fact, 

there is no consensus on whether regret is a self-conscious emotion at all or if it should be 

conceptualized as an affective state that gives rise to self-conscious emotions (Kedia & 

Hilton, 2011).  Yet, there is some evidence that regret and several self-conscious emotions 
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(i.e., guilt, shame, and remorse) are commonly identified as belonging to the same cluster 

of emotions suggesting that, in real life, they might be difficult to tease apart (Kedia & 

Hilton, 2011). Given these findings, as well as the implications regret has for self-control 

dilemmas, regret is discussed in this paper as one of the emotions strongly associated with 

the self-conscious cluster.  

Broadly speaking, regret is an experience of feeling sorry over something that has 

taken place or has not taken place in the life of an individual. What is regretted can be a 

misfortune or a loss, a wrongdoing or lack of action, a mistake or a shortcoming; however, 

most frequently, regret is associated with a decision that one made or did not make 

(Gilovich & Medvec, 1995; Landman, 1993). There is a consensus among scholars that 

regret is a cognition-dependent emotion because it requires cognitive processes such as 

appraising, evaluating, and judging. On the other hand, regret is also “loaded with feeling 

and therefore qualifies as a true emotion” (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995, p. 381).  

Regret includes both acts of commission and those of omission, referred to as 

action regret and inaction regret, respectively. Evidence suggests that the two types of 

regret evoke different emotions. For instance, action regrets have been associated with 

feelings of shame, embarrassment, anger, guilt, and frustration, whereas inaction regrets 

have been associated with experiencing wistfulness and despair (Gilovich et al., 1998). In 

terms of intensity of the feelings, action regrets seem to be more intense in the short-term, 

but inaction regrets seem to linger longer in people’s minds (Gilovich et al., 1998). 

Some scholars have argued that regret arises from comparisons between a selected 

option and other alternatives available at the time of the decision (Sarver, 2008). Given that 
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self-control dilemmas typically involve two alternative courses of action, there is reason to 

believe that regret would be implicated in self-control dilemmas. In fact, action regret has 

been found to bolster self-control in studies of food preferences, leading participants who 

reported previously regretting their choices to select a healthier option (i.e., fruit salad 

instead of chocolate chip cookie; Park, 2020). Presumably, this is because people generally 

want to avoid feeling regret over their decisions and thus would avoid choosing an option 

that previously led to regrets. Contradictory evidence also has emerged - research on 

consumer choices shows that, once the decision is made, people often regret loss of the 

other, non-chosen option, sometimes even choosing that option in subsequent dilemmas 

(i.e., “behavior switching”; Carmon et al., 2003).  

Interaction of self-conscious emotions with hedonic emotions 
Evidence emerging from emotions research suggests that self-conscious emotions 

(e.g., guilt, pride, shame), might have a different effect on self-control behaviors, compared 

to more general affective states, such as positive and negative mood (Baumeister et al., 

1995). Across multiple studies, Giner-Sorolla (2001) found that both hedonic affect and 

self-conscious emotions were present in self-control dilemmas and that each type of affect 

followed a different pattern of associations with short-term and long-term options. In 

delayed-cost dilemmas (i.e., doing something attractive in the short-term that has negative 

long-term consequences), positive affect, both hedonic and self-conscious, was associated 

with lower self-control. On the other hand, negative self-conscious emotions were 

associated with higher self-control, but the relationship was curvilinear – the positive 

correlation with self-control was strongest with the highest and lowest levels of negative 
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self-conscious emotions and weaker for those in the middle. However, in the delayed-

benefit dilemmas (i.e., doing something negative or aversive in the short-term but positive 

in the long-term), it was a hedonic negative affect that had a negative relationship with 

self-control (Giner-Sorolla, 2001). Together with previously discussed evidence of the 

concurrent presence of positive and negative emotions in a qualitative study by Andrade 

and Hoyle (2022), these results raise the possibility that self-conscious emotions might 

interact with the hedonic affect associated with a short-term focus, either bolstering or 

offsetting its effect.  

Anticipated self-conscious emotions 
For the most part, the focus of the studies discussed above is on the emotional 

consequences of self-control choices; however, some scholars have also proposed that 

anticipating how one is going to feel about their choices might exert a strong influence on 

the self-control decisions. Although scarce compared to general emotions research, some 

evidence supporting this proposition has emerged from studies on goal-directed behavior, 

decision-making, self-regulation, as well as self-control.  

For instance, Bagozzi and Pieters (1998) proposed that emotions are implicated in 

goal attainment through multiple roles: they can motivate, direct, and regulate goal-pursuit 

behaviors. Anticipatory emotions in particular, serve a motivational function. More 

specifically, anticipatory emotions elicited by the prospect of goal success or failure serve 

to motivate volitional processes, (i.e., plans, intentions, and expenditure of effort). 

Consistent with these propositions, Bagozzi and Pieters (1998) found that among 

participants who had a goal related to their weight, the strength of anticipatory emotions 
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was related to the reported intent, formulation of plans, and willingness to expend effort to 

diet or exercise. Similarly, Perugini and Bagozzi (2001) expanded the theory of planned 

behavior (Ajzen, 1991) by suggesting that anticipated emotions serve as an antecedent to 

the decision-making process. In two contexts, losing weight and studying, they found that 

anticipated emotions affected motivation to form behavioral intentions, although the effect 

of positive and negative anticipated emotions differed depending on the context. 

Anticipated positive emotions, as opposed to negative, predicted desire to diet and exercise 

in Study 1. In Study 2, however, it was anticipated negative emotions, but not positive, that 

predicted the desire to study.  

In terms of the impact on choices people make, Mellers and McGraw (2001) found 

that anticipated pleasure drives the decision-making process. In several experiments, they 

confirmed that participants consistently chose an option with the greater average 

anticipated pleasure. In another set of experiments, Shiv and Huber (2000) found that 

anticipated satisfaction impacted not only consumer choices, but also the processing 

strategy when deciding. In their studies, anticipated satisfaction elicited an effort-intensive 

mental imaging processing strategy when evaluating purchase options, which led to a 

preference for options with more vivid imagery.  

In the context of self-control dilemmas, motivational effects of anticipated self-

conscious emotions have been documented as well.  Research on the role of regret in 

particular shows that anticipating regret can be a powerful facilitator of self-control 

behavior. For example, Abraham and Sheeran (2003) found that anticipated regret 

moderated the relationship between intention to exercise and actually exercising, after 
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controlling for the effects of past behavior. Others have found that anticipating pride might 

bolster self-control, whereas anticipating shame may actually lead to self-control failures 

(Patrick et al., 2009). In contrast, some studies have found an opposite effect of pride and 

guilt. For example, Katzir et al. (2010) showed in two experiments that imagining a 

happiness-eliciting event decreased self-control, but pride had no effect. Hynie et al. (2006) 

found that anticipated shame and guilt had a direct positive relationship with intention to 

use condoms and mediated the relationship between attitudes toward using condoms and 

the intent and subsequent behavior.  

Two frameworks addressing the role of anticipated emotions in self-control have 

recently been proposed. The first one is an impulse-control model proposed by MacInnis 

and Patrick (2006). Building on the prominent dual system model by Strack and Deutsch 

(2004), they outlined a broader role of affect in inhibition of impulses. In MacInnis and 

Patrick’s (2006) view, when facing situations that require impulse control, affective 

forecasting (i.e., anticipating emotions related to decision outcomes) becomes part of the 

decision-making process. Specifically, they proposed that anticipating emotional 

consequences of giving in or not giving in to impulses would activate different types of 

conflicts along the approach-avoidance continuum. According to this model, there are four 

possible ways conflict can be experienced. Approach-approach conflict is experienced 

when pleasure from giving in to temptation is paired with anticipating pride from resisting 

the temptation. Avoidance-avoidance conflict occurs when guilt and shame from self-

control failure are paired with the feeling of deprivation/regret associated with not 

indulging in temptation. Approach-avoidance conflict can be manifested in two ways: 
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pleasure from satisfying urges can be paired with guilt and shame from giving in, and pride 

from resisting the temptation can be mixed with deprivation/regret of not satisfying urges 

(MacInnis & Patrick, 2006). 

Elaborating on this notion of mixed anticipated emotions, another theoretical 

framework was recently proposed by Kotabe et al. (2019). Aligning their model of 

anticipated emotion in self-control to the integrative self-control theory (Kotabe & 

Hofmann, 2015), Kotabe et al. (2019) outlined how conflicting anticipated emotions guide 

self-control judgments. In short, once an individual recognizes the conflict between their 

impulses and long-term goals, they are likely, during the decision-making process, to 

mentally simulate emotions they might experience as a result of their choices (Mellers & 

McGraw, 2001). In doing so, a person can focus on giving in to the temptation or resisting 

the temptation. If focused on enacting the temptation, one can consider feelings associated 

with fulfilling a desire (positive hedonic emotions, such as pleasure) or feelings associated 

with violating their long-term goals (negative self-conscious emotions, such as guilt). 

Conversely, if one focuses on resisting temptations, then simulated feelings might be 

associated with not fulfilling a desire (negative hedonic emotions, such as frustration) or 

with adhering to their goals (positive self-conscious emotion, such as pride). In the 

empirical test of hypotheses derived from their model, Kotabe and Hofmann (2019) 

confirmed that pleasure and guilt are primarily associated with a focus on giving in to 

temptation whereas pride and frustration are associated with a focus on resisting 

temptation. In terms of self-conscious emotions, they found that people exhibit a “guilt 

bias” and “pride neglect” when weighing their options, meaning that anticipated guilt 
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carries more weight than anticipated pride. Additionally, they found that anticipating self-

conscious emotions, but not hedonic emotions, strengthened self-control efforts, with guilt 

having the strongest impact. Taken together, these findings give credence to the notion that 

imagining how one might feel about their choices plays an important role in processing and 

resolving self-control dilemmas.  
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Chapter 3  
Hypothesis Development 

 

Current study 
Prior research on self-representations, instrumental in uncovering the self-concept's 

role in information processing, has been less concerned with motivational and self-

regulatory processes. On the other hand, self-control research, preoccupied with 

uncovering processes involved in directing and controlling one’s behavior, has rarely 

examined self-concept as a driver of these self-control processes. In the current study, we 

try to integrate some of the disparate research on “self’ and self-control by investigating the 

role self-concept plays in the processing of self-control dilemmas. In our view, self-

concept, as an organizing and interpretive cognitive structure, is largely responsible for 

mobilizing cognitive and affective resources in service of promoting and facilitating 

behaviors and actions consistent with the self-concept. In self-control dilemmas more 

specifically, we believe that self-concept mobilizes cognitive resources by activating 

facilitative links between temptations and goals and making relevant goals more 

accessible. We additionally propose that self-concept mobilizes affective resources by 

activating self-conscious emotions, which are instrumental in downgrading the value of 

temptations, affectively forecasting outcomes, and providing feedback on the emotional 

consequences of dilemma decisions – all of which serve as guides for current and future 

self-control behavior.  

To investigate the link between self-concept and self-control, we first focus our 

attention on the role self-concept plays in the unfolding of self-control dilemmas, or more 
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specifically, three key features of a self-control dilemma: goal, temptation, and conflict. 

Then, we examine how self-concept generates self-conscious emotions which are both 

present before (i.e., anticipated emotions) and after self-control decisions are made (i.e., 

experienced emotions).   

Self-concept and self-control dilemmas 
Although the role self-concept plays in self-control dilemmas is not explicitly 

discussed in the literature, it is reasonable to suggest that self-beliefs are involved in how 

and why we come to experience certain situations as self-control dilemmas. Self-concept’s 

role in interpreting and organizing self-relevant information (Marcus & Wurf, 1987) would 

logically extend to the organization of goal- and temptation-relevant information and 

subsequent interpretation of a situation as conflicting to the person. Given that self-relevant 

information is undoubtedly affect-laden (Mischel & Shoda,1995), self-concept would also 

be implicated in the affective experience of the conflict and the attempts to resolve a self-

control dilemma that gave rise to the conflict. In our view, the effect of self-concept on 

self-control dilemmas is not a direct one; rather, it is through the influence on the three key 

features of a self-control dilemma (i.e., goal, temptation, and conflict) that self-concept 

contributes to the unfolding of self-control dilemmas. 

Consistent with recent conceptualizations of self-concept as a multifaceted and 

multidimensional construct (McConnell, 2011), we adopt the view that multiple self-

concepts represent beliefs we have about ourselves in different aspects of life (i.e., in 

different roles and different contexts). Thus, when we use the term self-concept, we are 

referring to the collection of self-conceptions and self-representations, some of which are 
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more central to the individual than others. Not all self-concepts are accessible at all times, 

but any self-concept can be activated as a result of salient contextual stimuli (Markus & 

Wurf, 1987), which makes identifying contexts pertinent for a specific inquiry especially 

important.  In this study, we are particularly interested in multiple self-concepts in aspects 

of life relevant to self-control dilemmas because we believe that domain-specific self-

concept would exert a stronger influence on goal-related behaviors and actions in the same 

domain than would a general self-concept. Research evidence supports this approach: 

targeting specific self-concept through interventions has been found to be more effective 

than targeting a global self-concept (O’Mara et al., 2006). 

Two of the most frequent contexts for empirical examinations of self-control have 

been related to health and achievement domains (Duckworth et al., 2018, 2019; Fishbach 

& Zhang, 2008; Kroese et al., 2011), although some studies in consumer psychology have 

also used shopping as a framework to investigate self-control choices and impulsive 

decisions (Vohs et al., 2008; Dholakia et al., 2006). For the most part, the selection of the 

study context was up to the researcher. However, when studies were designed to elicit 

participants’ self-generated goals, personal or life projects, or related temptations, four life 

domains consistently emerged: health/fitness, academic/occupational, social/relationships, 

and financial/monetary (Little, 2020; McGregor & Little, 1998; Hofman et al., 2012a; 

2012b; Tsukayama et al., 2012; Williamson & Wilkowski, 2019). Although certainly not 

an exhaustive list, these four domains seem to capture life areas where most of our goals 

and temptations reside and thus we rely on these same four broad domains to investigate 

the relationship between self-concept, goals, and temptations.  
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Self-concept and goals 
 Several propositions about the relationship between self-concept and goals can be 

derived from the literature. First is the proposition that one’s self-concept is, to a certain 

extent, reflected in the goals one chooses to pursue. For instance, McGregor and Little 

(1998) make a broad connection between self and personal projects (i.e., “self-generated 

accounts of what a person is doing or planning to do”; p. 3) in proposing that personal 

projects symbolically mediate the self-concept (McGregor & Little, 1998). The link 

between goals and a person's enduring interests and values also plays a central role in 

Sheldon and Elliot’s (1999) self-concordance theory. As mentioned previously, this theory 

argues that the self-concordance of individuals’ goal systems, that is the degree to which 

stated goals express enduring interests and values, is a driving force behind goal striving 

and attainment. Sheldon and Elliot (1999) in fact suggest that personal goals are 

themselves one type of self-concept (p. 485). Indeed, in the empirical test of their theory, 

they found that participants invested greater sustained effort and performed better overall 

when their goals reflected self-based values and interests. Another empirical study found 

that goals more valued by the individual led to the faster recognition of words related to 

that goal, suggesting that personally important goals are also cognitively more accessible 

(Kroese et al., 2011). A similar idea about the connection between one’s view of self and 

one’s actions has been proposed in identity research. Summarizing a large body of work 

dating back to James (1890), Schwartz et al. (2011) highlighted the overlap between “ 

‘identity’ as the process of searching for and settling on a set of commitments to personal 

standards and life roles and ‘self’ as the view of oneself that develops from (and 
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influences) these commitments” (p. 373; see also Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1985; Harter et 

al., 1998; Cote´& Levine, 2002).  

This view of self as both arising from and giving rise to personal commitments is 

another proposition that is implied in existing literature. Marcus and Wurf (1987), for 

example, attribute important motivational properties to self-conceptions in proposing that 

“the person may select goals that represent not just achievement, but enduring self-

definitions” (p. 310). At the same time, they emphasize that goals, through behavior 

enactment, also contribute to the formation, refinement, and activation of relevant self-

concepts. Their view is consistent with a more recent cognitive perspective, namely 

Greenwald et al.’s (2002) characterization of associative links between self-concept and 

other active concepts as bi-directional in nature, which suggests that self-concept can both 

initiate and be activated by a wide range of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

Finally, building on early theories of cognitive consistency (Festinger, 1957; 

Heider, 1958; Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955), several researchers have explored the notion 

of congruency between one’s view of self and one’s goal-directed behaviors and actions. 

For example, when discussing how personal projects represent samples of various aspects 

of the self, McGregor and Little (1998) argued that it is the consistency between personal 

projects and the core elements of the self that gives rise to the experience of meaning in 

life. In other words, individuals who appraise their personal projects as consistent with 

their values, commitments, and other important aspects of self-identity experience greater 

purpose and meaning (McGregor & Little, 1998). Similarly, Oyserman (2009, 2012), in her 

work on identity motivation, advanced the notion that people are highly motivated to 
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engage in identity-congruent action. She suggested that most of our choices are identity-

based and that we prefer pursuing identity-congruent actions even if that sometimes results 

in selecting options that might not be entirely beneficial to us (Oyserman, 2009). Indirect 

support for this view comes from several experiments conducted by McConnell et al. 

(2002), which demonstrated that people strive for and expect consistency in their own 

behavior relative to expectations they have for other individuals or social groups.   

Recent work by Jiang et al. (2022) has linked self-concept and self-consistency to 

self-control. In a series of studies, they found that self-continuity (i.e., a person’s sense of 

connectedness among their past, present, and future views of self) mediated the 

relationship between self-concept clarity and self-control. These findings suggest that both 

the internal consistency of beliefs about self (i.e., self-concept clarity; Campbell et al., 

1996), as well as the continuity of such beliefs over one’s lifetime (i.e., self-consistency), 

play an important role in our efforts to exert self-control.  

In the present study, we are interested in further examining the link between self-

concepts and goal-directed behaviors in the context of self-control dilemmas. We 

conceptualize goals and goal-directed behaviors broadly, ranging from specific, well-

defined goals to vague aspirations toward desired outcomes. In our view, even if the goals 

are not explicit or well-defined in a person’s mind, those who have strongly held self-

beliefs in a particular domain are likely to evaluate stimuli in a way that is consistent with 

their concept of self, which in turn facilitates behaviors congruent with that self-concept 

(Fujita, 2008; Fujita & Carnevale, 2012; Rees et al., 2018). Although self-concepts (i.e., 

beliefs) can be positive or negative, in this study our focus is on positive beliefs about the 
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self, because we infer from the literature that positive self-beliefs are especially 

consequential for goal-directed behavior. In line with consistency theories (Festinger, 

1957; Heider, 1958; Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955), we assume that people are motivated 

to maintain such positive beliefs by acting in accordance with them. Thus, we propose that 

people are more likely to identify behaviors and actions as preferred and desirable when 

they are consistent with their positive self-concepts and, in order to maintain such beliefs 

about self, are motivated to act congruently with them. By extension, goals and goal-like 

activities that are consistent with one’s positive self-concept in a particular domain would 

be deemed more important than those not reflecting self-concept in that domain. Using a 

prototypical self-control dilemma as an example, a person who sees themselves as highly 

health-conscious would be particularly concerned with activities in the health domain. The 

stronger their positive self-concept is in the health domain, the more likely they are to 

identify with beneficial actions that promote a healthy life, attribute greater importance to 

health-related goals and activities, and be motivated to engage in such activities. This is 

likely to hold both in general and specifically in the context of self-control dilemmas. 

Hypothesis 1: Domain-specific self-concept will be positively associated with (a) 

self-identification with goals in the same domain and (b) importance attributed to goals in 

the same domain. 

Hypothesis 2: In the self-control dilemma scenarios, domain-specific self-concept 

will be positively associated with goal importance.  
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Self-concept and temptations 
The relationship between self-concept and temptations is rarely mentioned in 

existing literature. A temptation represents a stimulus that has some hedonic value for the 

individual and generates an automatic inclination (i.e., an impulse) to satisfy the temptation 

(Hofmann et al., 2009). Although the urge to act on a temptation resides within an 

individual, the tempting stimulus itself is presumed to be situated in the environment 

surrounding the individual. Because the temptation is tied to an external stimulus and 

results in an automatic urge to act, its link to self-concept might not appear intuitive. 

However, some scholars have argued that despite their automatic activation, desires are, 

once they arise, experienced consciously (Hofmann et al., 2012a). In other words, people 

are not only aware of their desires, but they are also able to recognize when these desires 

conflict with their goals, their values, and by extension, their concept of self. 

Deriving inferences about a possible link between self-concept and temptations is 

further complicated by the fact that, in self-control research, temptations have mostly been 

examined in relationship to the goals they interfere with and, as such, have been 

conceptualized as hindrances to goal pursuit. In this view, stronger temptations should 

present a greater challenge to goal pursuit, and indeed, there are some empirical findings 

that support this view. In an experience-sampling study of daily desires, Hofmann et al. 

(2012a) reported that 47% of desires were described by participants as conflicting with 

their goals and values. Additionally, desire strength was positively related to acting on that 

desire and negatively related to the effectiveness of resistance. However, as mentioned 

previously, there is a recent stream of findings suggesting the relationship between 

temptations and goals is more complicated in the context of self-control dilemmas. In 
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several studies conducted by Fishbach et al. (2002; 2003; 2006), the presence of 

temptations enhanced the accessibility of long-term goals, which in turn had a bolstering 

effect on self-control. This was particularly true for highly important goals, suggesting that 

people might rely on automatic cognitive processes to guard their highly valued goals 

(Trope & Fischbach, 2000). Furthermore, some studies that examined the relationship 

between temptations and self-control found, somewhat counterintuitively, that stronger 

temptations were associated with more effective self-control than weaker ones (Coelho de 

Vale et al., 2008; Kroese et al., 2011). Even in Hofmann et al.’s (2012a) study of daily 

desires, one of the findings was that participants were able to resist the strongest desires 

surprisingly well when they tried.  

These equivocal findings suggest a need for continued inquiry into the nature of 

temptations and the role they play in self-control dilemmas. In developing our argument 

for linking self-concepts and temptations, we again draw from theories of cognitive 

consistency (Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958; Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955), namely that 

people are generally motivated to maintain their positive self-beliefs. Thus, if people are 

driven by a need to maintain their positive self-beliefs, then acting incongruently with such 

beliefs is likely to be resisted, despite the temptation’s hedonic appeal. To assess the 

relationship between self-concepts and temptations, we once again consider the four major 

life domains: health, achievement, social, and financial. We propose that the stronger one’s 

positive self-concept is in the specific domain, the more likely that person is to consider 

behaviors that challenge their self-beliefs as harmful and see themselves as less tempted to 
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engage in such behaviors. In other words, they are likely to be especially sensitive to 

violations of the self-concept when the positive self-concept is stronger.  

Hypothesis 3: Domain-specific self-concept will be (a) positively associated with 

how harmful temptations in that domain are perceived to be and (b) negatively associated 

with temptation strength in the same domain. 

We further extend this logic to the specific context of self-control dilemmas. Given 

that in self-control dilemmas, temptations are always juxtaposed with goals, we also 

consider temptations in relationship to the goals they interfere with, as is common in self-

control literature. In our view, if goals are associated with a particular self-concept, then, 

when temptations interfere with that goal, they represent a challenge not only to the goal 

itself but also to the goal-associated self-concept. Furthermore, giving in to the temptations 

would represent behavior incongruent with a goal-related self-concept and, by extension, 

acting on temptation would be experienced as a violation of the self-concept associated 

with the goal.  

Two sources of empirical evidence implicitly provide support for this view. One is 

the finding that, for highly important goals, temptations seem to enhance the accessibility 

of that goal and facilitate self-control (Fishbach et al., 2003). We suggest that the formation 

of these facilitative links between temptations and high-priority goals might occur 

precisely because temptations represent not only a strong challenge to the goal but also a 

violation of the self-concept associated with that goal. The other evidence comes from a 

series of studies examining the effects of want-to and have-to motivation on the reflective 

and impulsive systems of self-regulation (Milyavskaya et al., 2015). Across four studies, 
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Milyavskaya et al. (2015) found that when participants pursued goals that represented their 

personal values and general interests and were identified as personally important and 

meaningful (i.e., want-to goals), they demonstrated lower automatic attraction toward goal-

disruptive stimuli, reported fewer obstacles while pursuing goals, and experienced fewer 

and less tempting day-to-day desires conflicting with their goals. These findings strongly 

suggest that pursuing goals that are internalized and deeply personal not only impacts how 

we respond to temptations but also, in an effort to buffer against goal disruptions, 

fundamentally changes how we construe and experience tempting stimuli (Milyavskaya et 

al., 2015). Given self-concepts’ role in processing and organizing self-relevant 

information, it stands to reason that self-concept would also be involved in (a) identifying 

temptations that can jeopardize personally relevant goals, and (b) triggering the protective 

action against the influence of such temptation by increasing accessibility of the goal and 

downgrading the appeal of the temptation. Thus, we expect that, in the presence of a 

strong, positive self-concept in the goal’s domain, one would feel less tempted to engage in 

activities that interfere with that goal. 

Hypothesis 4: In the self-control dilemma scenarios, domain-specific self-concept 

will be negatively associated with temptation strength in that same domain.  

On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge that examining temptations 

primarily in their relationship to goals could constrain our understanding of temptations 

and the role they play in self-control dilemmas. For one, defining temptations in 

relationship to the goal has often limited us to researcher-imposed notions of what 

constitutes a temptation for a participant and has led us to neglect the likelihood that what 
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is very tempting to one person may not be at all tempting to another. After all, are we all 

tempted by a proverbial ‘piece of cake’ – a researcher’s “go-to” temptation? There are a 

few studies that suggest there are individual differences in our susceptibility to temptations 

within specific domains. For example, Van Dillen et al. (2013) found that individual 

differences in sensitivity to (a) tempting food and (b) alternative relationship partners 

predicted the degree of attention to attractive stimuli in the corresponding domain. In a 

series of studies examining the domain-specificity of impulsive behavior, Tsukayama et al. 

(2011) found that temptations were highly domain-specific and reported that, in their 

sample, the within-individual variance in impulsive behavior across domains was 

significantly larger than domain-general variance across individuals. The results of their 

studies suggest that individuals are more tempted in certain domains than others and, as a 

result, the frequency with which they give in to temptations may vary significantly 

between domains. Certainly, these results could explain why someone might be able to 

adhere to a strict diet and fitness regimen but not be able to resist shopping impulsively.  

When considering these results in the context of the role self-concept plays, we 

wonder if, beyond the hedonic appeal of temptations, some activities are also tempting 

because they are associated with another aspect of self, that is, self-concept not related to 

the goal domain but to a different yet equally important aspect of self. Let’s consider 

another common example of a self-control dilemma: a student studying for an important 

exam is tempted by an invitation to attend a friend’s party. In this example, going to a 

friend’s party is characterized as a temptation because it is an appealing activity, 

pleasurable in the moment but interfering with a long-term beneficial goal of studying. 
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However, beyond the fact that going to the party is much more fun than studying for most 

students, would the student be more tempted to go if they also saw themselves as a 

gregarious party-goer, friendly and social person, and someone who does not like to 

disappoint their friends? For anyone who has a strong self-concept in the social domain, 

going to a party might be tempting not only because of its hedonic value but also because 

of its strong association with the social aspect of self. One of the aims of the current 

research is to investigate these possible associations between temptations and self-concepts 

unrelated to the goal domain. Thus, we posed the following research questions: 

Research Question 1: What are common domain pairings of goals and 

temptations in everyday self-control dilemmas? 

Research Question 2: How common are goal-temptation pairs in the same 

domain as opposed to different domains? 

Research Question 3: What is the relationship between temptations and self-

concepts not associated with the goal domain? 

Self-concept and conflict 
The defining characteristic of the self-control dilemma is the presence of conflict. 

Thus, to better understand the role self-concept plays in self-control dilemmas, it is also 

necessary to consider how self-concept may be associated with the experience of conflict. 

One way that self-concept can be implicated is through its relationship with goals and 

temptations. More specifically, we propose that subjective goal importance and temptation 

strength represent psychologically meaningful aspects of conflict and that both arise from 

their relationship with one or more self-concepts. That is, holding a strong positive self-
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concept in one domain may lead to goals in that domain being given greater importance, 

and the subjective perception of goal importance would have an impact on the degree to 

which one would experience a conflict in the presence of a temptation that jeopardizes that 

goal.  

As Milyavskaya et al.’s (2015) research has shown, pursuing personally more 

valuable goals (i.e., “want-to” as opposed to “have-to” goals) correlates with experiencing 

weaker and fewer temptations in relation to that goal and, as a result, may be associated 

with experiencing weaker conflict. On the other end of the continuum, it is reasonable to 

assume that goals of low importance could also be associated with lesser conflict. If a goal 

or action is not deemed very important to a person, then they are less likely to be very 

conflicted about goal-incongruent behaviors. This would suggest a curvilinear relationship 

between goal importance and strength of conflict, with weaker conflict for goals of low and 

high importance than for those of medium importance. Simply put, in the case of low goal 

importance, people might not care enough about adhering to the goal, and in the case of 

high importance, they might care so much that not adhering to the goal is inconceivable to 

the individual. When it comes to the relationship between temptation strength and conflict 

strength, all other things being equal, the associations should be positive, as the more 

tempted one is to engage in behavior that can derail their goal, the more likely they are to 

feel conflicted about violating their goal. 

The complication, of course, is that the strength of conflict in self-control 

dilemmas depends on both the goal importance and the temptation strength, each 

potentially related to one or more self-concepts. To examine how self-concept affects the 
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strength of conflict through subjective goal importance and perception of temptation 

strength, we consider two scenarios. 

First, we examine the relationship between a goal and a temptation when both are 

associated with the same domain. An example would be a dieter who is tempted by a 

dessert.  In this case, a dieting goal and a tempting dessert are both associated with the food 

domain, and the temptation represents a challenge to the goal and to the self-concept 

associated with that goal. As outlined earlier, we expect that the self-concept associated 

with the goal domain will be positively associated with goal importance and negatively 

associated with temptation strength in the same domain. Furthermore, goal importance and 

temptation strength would demonstrate a negative association, akin to a seesaw effect – 

goals of greater importance will be associated with weaker temptations (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Implications of the same self-concept domain on the goal-temptation 
relationship 

In other words, although we still expect temptation strength to be positively 

associated with conflict strength, we propose that the strength of the temptation may 

depend on the goal importance and the strengths of the associated self-concept in a 

particular domain.  
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Hypothesis 5: When a goal and a temptation are associated with the same self-

concept domain, (a) goal domain self-concept will be positively associated with goal 

importance, (b) goal domain self-concept will be negatively associated with temptation 

strength, (c) goal importance will be negatively associated with temptation strength, (d) 

temptation strength will be positively associated with conflict strength, and (e) goal 

importance and temptation strength will mediate the relationship between self-concept and 

strength of conflict (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Hypothesized model when a goal and temptation are associated with the 
same self-concept domain 

Second, we consider the relationship between a goal and a temptation when they 

are associated with different self-concept domains. This scenario captures the type of self-

control dilemma where temptation, in addition to its hedonic value, may also reflect 

another self-concept, different from the self-concept associated with the goal. We refer 

back to an earlier example of a student who, instead of studying, is tempted to go to a 

friend’s party not only because it is fun but also because the student does not want to 

disappoint their friend. Temptation, in this case, would not only represent the violation of 

the goal’s domain-specific self-concept (e.g., self-concept related to being a good student) 

but could also represent the association with another self-concept (e.g., self-concept related 
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to being a good friend), one that exerts a significant pull on an individual to act in 

congruence with that aspect of self.  

 

Figure 3. Implications of different self-concept domains on the goal-temptation 
relationship 

As a result, the nature of the relationship between goal and temptation would not 

be the same as when both are associated with the same self-concept domain, and neither 

would the manner in which they contribute to the strength of the conflict. In cases when a 

goal and a temptation are associated with different self-concepts, we expect temptation 

strength not only to be affected by the goal importance but also by the strength of the self-

concept in the temptation’s domain, and we further propose that the interaction between 

goal importance and temptation strength will affect conflict strength. To illustrate once 

again with the example of our tormented student: if the student is only weakly tempted by 

a friend’s invitation, then the more important his goal of studying is, the less conflicted the 

student would be about how to spend the evening. However, if the student is highly 
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tempted to attend a friend’s party, then the more important the studying is, the more 

conflicted the student would be between these two options. 

Hypothesis 6: When a goal and a temptation are associated with different self-

concept domains, (a) self-concept in the goal domain will be positively associated with 

goal importance, (b) self-concept in the temptation domain will be positively associated 

with temptation strength, (c) goal importance will be positively associated with conflict, (d) 

temptation strength will be positively associated with conflict, (e) goal importance will be 

negatively associated with temptation strength, and (f) temptation strength will moderate 

the relationship between goal importance and conflict (Figure 4). Specifically, when 

temptation is weak, goal importance will have a negative association with conflict 

strength, and when temptation is strong, goal importance will have a positive association 

with conflict strength (Figure 5). 

Finally, if the association of goals and temptations with one or multiple self-

concepts affects how conflict is experienced in self-control dilemmas, then it is reasonable 

to assume that it would also affect the intensity of that conflict. We propose that dilemmas 

that involve multiple self-concepts are likely to result in a stronger conflict, both in average 

intensity and in frequency. 
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Figure 4. Hypothesized model when a goal and a temptation are associated with 
different self-concept domains 

 

 

Figure 5. Expected moderation effect when a goal and a temptation are associated 
with different self-concept domains 
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As discussed earlier, when a goal and a temptation are associated with the same 

self-concept, the temptation strength is negatively associated with goal importance, 

creating a seesaw effect. In this case, goal importance and temptation strength can exert a 

comparable pull, experienced as a conflict, only around a midpoint. Thus, on average these 

situations may involve relatively modest conflict. In contrast, when different self-concepts 

are involved, we expect temptation strength to be additionally influenced by the strength of 

the self-concept related to that temptation, and, as a result, both could exert a comparable 

pull at any point on the scale, from low to high. Consequently, we would expect stronger 

conflict to be more frequent when multiple self-concepts are involved.  

Hypothesis 7: When a goal and a temptation are associated with different self-

concept domains (as opposed to the same self-concept domain), (a) conflict strength will 

on average be higher and (b) stronger conflict will be more frequent. 

 Conflict and self-control dilemma decisions. We further consider the impact of 

conflict’s domain origins on the actual decision-making in self-control dilemmas. Despite 

the centrality of conflict in conceptualizations of self-control dilemmas, only a handful of 

studies have assessed a direct link between conflict strength and dilemma outcomes, with 

mixed results (Becker et al., 2019). For example, in one of the experimental studies 

examining how self-control conflicts are resolved in real-time, Stillman et al. (2017) found 

that greater average conflict resulted in a reduced likelihood of making a healthy choice. 

On the other hand, in an experience-sampling study of daily desires, Hofmann et al. 

(2012a) found that stronger conflict led to greater resistance, which in turn, increased self-

control. Building on our prior arguments, we propose that these inconsistent findings may 
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partially stem from whether the conflict involves one or multiple self-concept domains. 

Comparatively speaking, we anticipate that the conflict between goals and temptations 

associated with the same self-concept domain (as opposed to different self-concept 

domains) will overall result in decisions favoring goals (i.e., self-control). Once again, we 

base this on the assumption that when only one self-concept is involved, greater conflict 

represents a greater challenge to the self-concept, which in turn, creates greater resistance. 

For example, if exercising regularly is an important aspect of one’s self-concept, that 

person might resist a strong urge to skip exercising in favor of going home to rest after 

work because it would violate how they see themselves in that domain. By contrast, the 

involvement of multiple self-concepts creates a more troubling dilemma for an individual, 

as behavior consistent with one self-concept may be inconsistent with another; as a result, 

the stronger conflict weakens self-control efforts. In the case of our dedicated exerciser, if 

they also happen to have a very strong self-concept in the social domain, then the invitation 

from friends to join them for a happy hour instead of exercising may present a bigger 

dilemma and lead to failure of self-control.  

Hypothesis 8a: When a goal and a temptation are associated with the same self-

concept domain, conflict strength will be positively associated with self-control. 

Hypothesis 8b: When a goal and a temptation are associated with different self-

concept domains, conflict strength will be negatively associated with self-control.  

Self-concept and self-conscious emotions 
The presence of emotions in self-control dilemmas has been well-documented in 

the literature (Becker et al., 2019; Berrios et al., 2015; Katzir et al., 2010; Li & Jia, 2021; 
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Tracy & Robins, 2004). Although both hedonic emotions (e.g., joy, happiness, anger) and 

self-conscious emotions (e.g., pride, guilt, shame) have been reported before, during, and 

after self-control dilemmas (Giner-Sorolla, 2001), research has identified self-conscious 

emotions as particularly relevant for self-control (Becker et al., 2019; Hofmann & Fisher, 

2012b; Kotabe et al., 2019; Patrick et al., 2009). More specifically, self-conscious 

emotions have been associated with a focus on long-term goals which tends to bolster self-

control (Katzir et al., 2010; Eyal & Fishbach, 2010; Williams & DeSteno, 2008). 

Accordingly, one of the core propositions of self-conscious emotions theory (Tracy & 

Robins, 2004) is that self-conscious emotions signal whether one’s actions are consistent or 

inconsistent with higher-order, personally relevant goals. Beyond providing information to 

the individual about standing on their goals, this type of internal feedback also guides an 

individual’s subsequent behavior, as proposed by control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982). 

The affective information signaling that behavior is inconsistent with a higher-order goal 

provides the motivation to return to the goal pursuit, whereas the affective information 

signaling that behavior is consistent with a higher-order goal provides the motivation to 

maintain successful goal pursuit (Baumeister et al., 1994a; Becker et al, 2019). Thus, from 

the self-conscious emotions theory perspective, self-conscious emotions have both 

motivational and self-regulatory properties, as they are believed to compel us to act in 

accordance with personal as well as societal norms and values we have internalized 

(Tangney, 1999; Tracy & Robins, 2004).  

Several characteristics of self-conscious emotions strongly imply they are linked 

with one’s self-concepts. First, according to prominent appraisal frameworks, self-
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conscious emotions emerge when an eliciting event is appraised as self-relevant and 

attributed to internal causes (e.g., Lazarus, 1991; Tracy & Robins, 2004). In other words, 

for self-conscious emotions to emerge, the focus must be on “me” which requires 

activation of self-representations. Second, an activated self-concept serves as an appraisal 

standard against which the eliciting event is further evaluated (Scheier & Carver, 1988). 

Specifically, events that are appraised as important and meaningful for one’s identity (i.e., 

who a person believes they are or who they would like to be) are likely to elicit self-

conscious emotions (Higgins, 1987; Markus & Nurius, 1986). This is an important 

distinction because there may be other goals, such as basic survival goals, that are deemed 

important to the person but are unrelated to their identity; although appraisals related to 

these goals may very well generate emotions (e.g., fear, anger), they would not necessarily 

generate self-conscious emotions (Tracy & Robins, 2004). Finally, self-conscious emotions 

emerge in response to the appraisal of identity-goal congruence, or the extent to which the 

event is appraised as congruent with one’s goals and needs. The process of reflecting on 

discrepancies between the event-related current state and the evaluative standard relevant 

to one’s identity (e.g., self-concept) is proposed to be an important generator of self-

conscious emotions (Carver, 2004; Carver & Scheier, 1990; Tracy & Robins, 2004).  

At the center of this cascade of appraisals is the existence of already formed, 

relatively stable self-representations (i.e., self-concepts). Simply put, self-conscious 

emotions are generated when one has a well-formed sense of who they are and encounters 

an event they deem relevant to that sense of self because the action the individual takes in 

response to the event has the potential to either reinforce or challenge one’s self-beliefs. In 
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our view, this is precisely what occurs in self-control dilemmas. By their very nature, self-

control dilemmas involve a self-relevant situation, where one’s higher-order goals are 

challenged in some way. Furthermore, this challenge comes from within (i.e., temptation), 

resulting in an internal conflict. Conflicts generate emotions, and because the internal 

conflict arises from within the “self”, many of the emotions that emerge in this context are 

self-conscious ones. Thus, the activation of self-concept in self-control dilemmas is 

expected to trigger self-conscious emotions in response to the conflict.  

Since emotions are presumed to be present as the self-control dilemma unfolds, we 

expect self-conscious emotions to be both anticipated before the dilemma is resolved and 

experienced afterward. This is consistent with prior research which suggests that, when 

confronted with conflicting choices, people often imagine how they would feel if they 

selected one course of action over another, and then use these anticipated emotions to 

guide their decisions (Bagozzi & Pieters, 1998; MacInnis & Patrick, 2006; Kotabe et al., 

2019). Also known as affective forecasting (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003), anticipated emotions 

in self-control dilemmas thus involve the prediction of the emotional consequences of two 

possible decision outcomes: adhering to a long-term goal (i.e., self-control goal) or giving 

in to the temptation (MacInnis & Patrick, 2006). Research has also shown that self-

conscious emotions persist even after people make their choices. For instance, in a recent 

study by Becker et al. (2019), participants reported experiencing lingering pride, guilt, and 

regret in the aftermath of self-control dilemmas. These post-choice emotions are believed 

to provide emotional feedback to the individual and serve as a guide for future behavior 

(Tracy & Robins, 2004). 
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We propose that self-concept is implicated in the generation of self-conscious 

emotions in self-control dilemmas in two ways. First, in response to the conflict itself, we 

expect self-concept to be largely responsible for eliciting self-conscious emotions. More 

specifically, we expect the strength of conflict to be associated with the intensity of self-

conscious emotions, which is consistent with prior research on the relationship between 

conflict and emotions (Becker et al., 2019: Berrios et al., 2015). However, we additionally 

propose that self-concept will be responsible for eliciting self-conscious emotions above 

and beyond those elicited by the conflict itself.   

Hypothesis 9: In self-control dilemmas, (a) conflict strength will be associated 

with self-conscious emotions and (b) self-concept will be associated with self-conscious 

emotions over and above conflict strength.  

Second, beyond its role in eliciting self-conscious emotions, we propose that self-

concept is also implicated in which self-conscious emotions are anticipated and 

experienced for different outcomes. Among self-conscious emotions, pride, guilt, and 

regret have been most frequently associated with self-control dilemmas, although research 

has produced mixed results on the role they play in self-control. For example, Hofmann 

and Fisher (2012b) found that anticipating pride had a positive effect on subsequent self-

control, whereas anticipating guilt produced mixed results; guilt increased goal importance 

and conflict awareness but also reduced subsequent resistance to temptations. In other 

studies, however, pride had no effect on self-control (Becker et al., 2019; Katzir et al., 

2010) but regret and guilt did. Specifically, anticipated regret predicted the intent to 

exercise (Abraham & Sheeran, 2003), and anticipated guilt predicted the intention to use 
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and the actual use of condoms (Hynie et al., 2006). The inconsistent results, we propose, 

could potentially be reconciled if we consider the role of self-concept in self-control 

dilemmas. To that end, we again consider the two scenarios discussed earlier.  

Goals and temptations associated with the same self-concept. The first scenario 

is when a goal and a temptation are associated with the same self-concept domain. Earlier, 

we proposed that a strong association between self-concept and a goal implies that a 

temptation represents a challenge to both the goal and the self-concept associated with that 

goal. The two important assumptions in this scenario are that (1) the higher-order goal 

serves as an appraisal standard precisely because it is tied to one’s identity, and (2) one’s 

actions are evaluated based on whether they are consistent or inconsistent with that identity 

goal. Under these conditions, self-conscious emotions are triggered in response to the 

detection of behavior congruency or incongruency with a goal that is aligned with one’s 

positive self-concept. This is consistent with self-conscious emotions theory (Tracy & 

Robins, 2004) which proposes that positive self-conscious emotions (e.g., pride) are 

elicited by appraisal of identity-goal congruence, and negative self-conscious emotions 

(e.g., guilt, shame, embarrassment) are elicited by appraisal of identity-goal incongruence.  

Thus, when conflict arises from a goal and a temptation associated with the same 

self-concept domain, we expect the self-conscious emotions, whose key function is to 

signal if one’s actions are consistent or inconsistent with the higher-order goal, to be 

centered on goal adherence and goal violation. More specifically, we expect that the 

actions associated with goal-congruent behavior will result lead to pride, whereas the 

actions associated with goal-incongruent behavior (i.e., giving in to the temptation) will 
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lead to guilt. Extending this to the role of self-concept, we presume that when dealing with 

self-control dilemmas, people will both anticipate and experience pride if they perceive 

their behavior as confirming and reinforcing a relevant self-concept and, conversely, they 

will anticipate and experience guilt if they perceive their behavior as inconsistent or 

incompatible with a relevant self-concept (Tracy & Robins, 2004).  This is consistent with 

the results of several empirical studies which found that imagining goal adherence and 

acting accordingly was associated with pride and imagining goal violation and giving in to 

temptation was associated with guilt (Hofmann et al, 2013; Kotabe et al., 2019). 

Hypothesis 10: In self-control dilemmas, when a goal and a temptation are 

associated with the same self-concept domain, (a) self-control will be positively associated 

with pride, and (b) self-control will be negatively associated with guilt.  

Goals and temptations associated with different self-concepts. The assumption 

that a higher-order goal represents the primary appraisal standard (i.e., that people mostly 

appraise their actions as consistent or inconsistent with self-control goals; Inzlicht et al., 

2015; Tracy & Robins, 2004), has dominated the self-control dilemma literature. However, 

some scholars have raised the possibility that a hedonic goal (i.e., a goal associated with a 

temptation) can also serve as an appraisal standard (Becker et al., 2019). The literature is 

fairly silent on what would cause such a shift in an appraisal process, but Tracy and Robins 

(2004) hint at the activation of different self-representations. Specifically, they theorize 

that “appraisals of identity-goal congruence may be highly complex because events can be 

congruent or incongruent with a wide range of often-conflicting self-representations” 

(Tracy & Robins, 2004, p. 112). We further elaborate on this notion by proposing that 
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appraisals of identity relevance can be applied to both goals and temptations and, as a 

result, such appraisals can activate multiple self-concepts across various domains. In fact, 

this maps on our second proposed dilemma scenario, a case when a goal and temptation are 

associated with different self-concepts. To illustrate using our prior example, a student 

with a positive self-concept in an achievement domain would likely appraise studying for 

an exam as congruent with the achievement self-concept. However, when a student with a 

strong self-concept in both the achievement and social domains is invited to attend a 

friend’s party the night before the exam, actions consistent with each self-concept are 

suddenly at odds with each other.  

This second dilemma scenario presents a more complex case for the emergence of 

self-conscious emotions. Despite the scarcity of research on this topic, we infer from the 

literature that when multiple self-concepts are involved, negative emotions are more likely 

to arise regardless of the choice that is ultimately made. In making this inference, we draw 

from Higgins’ (1987) self-discrepancy theory which proposes that the detection of 

discrepancies between different self-representations (i.e., actual self, ought self, and ideal 

self) generates mostly negative emotions, including negative self-conscious emotions, such 

as guilt and shame.  

Additional indirect evidence for the presence of negative emotions when multiple 

self-concepts are involved comes from the empirical findings that people often experience 

negative emotions even when they adhere to their self-control goals (Becker et al., 2019). 

Also known as an outcome-independent hypothesis (Becker et al., 2019), these findings 

imply that the emotions in self-control dilemmas are shaped less by the choices we make 
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and more by the intensity of the struggle we experience when making these choices. This 

view mostly emerged from research on decision-making, where ample evidence shows that 

people often experience lingering post-decision guilt and regret, regardless of the decision 

they made. For instance, in a series of studies, Becker et al. (2019) empirically confirmed 

that making highly conflicted choices comes at a cost, as conflict strength was consistently 

associated with more intense feelings of guilt and regret. Although these studies merely 

assessed conflict strength and did not investigate what makes some choices more difficult 

than others, we propose that the activation of multiple self-concepts in self-control 

dilemmas could be one of the drivers of conflict strength.  As discussed earlier, we expect 

that when a goal and a temptation are associated with two different aspects of self, an 

especially strong conflict is likely to result, precisely because the association between 

different self-concepts with both a self-control goal and a hedonic goal can cause appraisal 

shifts between the two. As a result, we believe that negative self-conscious emotions are 

likely to emerge when one considers two outcomes in a self-control dilemma that involves 

multiple self-concepts. In terms of which specific emotions are likely to emerge in this 

scenario, research has not directly addressed this question. However, in a conceptual model 

of impulse control, MacInnis and Patrick (2006) considered anticipated emotions that 

would emerge in response to giving in to and resisting temptations. According to their 

model, guilt would be anticipated for giving in to the impulse (i.e., selecting temptation); 

however, not giving in to the impulse (i.e., selecting a goal) would be associated with 

anticipating regret. We extend this thinking to the case when a goal and a temptation are 

associated with different self-concepts. Accordingly, we propose that selecting a 
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temptation would still lead to both anticipating and experiencing guilt for not acting in 

congruence with the goal and self-concept associated with that goal. However, because in 

the multiple self-concept scenarios, the appeal of temptation at least partially stems from 

its association with another self-concept, we expect the temptation to exert a considerable 

pull on an individual to act in congruence with that other aspect of self. As a result, 

engaging in self-control to pursue a goal can lead to both anticipating and experiencing 

regret for missing out on the non-chosen alternative (i.e., temptation). 

Hypothesis 11: When a goal and a temptation are associated with different self-

concept domains, (a) self-control will be positively associated with regret and (b) self-

control will be negatively associated with guilt.   

 

Figure 6. Proposed conceptual model of self-concept's role in self-control dilemmas 
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Chapter 4  
Pilot Study 

 

In the Pilot Study, we examined the dimensionality and construct validity of the 

two measures developed for this research: the domain-specific self-concept measure 

(DSSC) and the domain-specific goals measure (DS Goals). Additionally, we collected 

qualitative data by asking participants to report typical or frequent self-control dilemmas 

they experience. The purpose of gathering examples of self-control dilemmas via an open-

ended question was to inform the hypothetical self-control dilemma pairs that were 

presented to participants in Study 2. 

Participants 
Participants were recruited through Prolific, one of the crowdsourcing platforms 

commonly used for conducting human participant research. Research has shown that 

crowdsourcing samples tend to be more diverse while producing responses 

indistinguishable from responses of those recruited through more traditional methods (e.g., 

snowball, in-person; Casler et al., 2013; Peer et al., 2017; Peer et al., 2021). Responses 

from 170 participants who participated in the survey were evaluated based on several 

criteria: captcha score, attention checks, time taken to complete the survey, and the quality 

of a response to an open-ended question (e.g., response answers the question, provides 

unique details, and makes sense). Elimination criteria included captcha score <.50 or 

failing two or more out of three attention checks. In addition, the time taken to complete 

the survey was evaluated in conjunction with the quality of the open-ended response. 
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Specifically, responses with the shortest completion time (responses below 10 minutes 

which was half of the mean time of 20 minutes for completion) were flagged for a 

qualitative response check. If the response to the open-ended item was adequate, the 

participants were kept in the dataset. In the end, no participants were removed from the 

dataset based on these criteria, resulting in a sample of 170 individuals. Participants were 

on average 42 years old (SD = 15.55), with 58% identifying as female, 39% as male, and 

3% as other. The sample was 81% White, 8% Black/African American, 5% Asian, and 6% 

all other ethnicities/races combined. Participants reported different levels of formal 

education, ranging from those with less than a high school diploma (2.4%) to those with 

doctorate degrees (1.8%). Participants with bachelor’s degrees (31%) and those with some 

college (25%) comprised the majority. In terms of work status, 44% were employed full-

time, 19% did not work, 16% worked part-time, and 13% were retired. Some participants 

(11%) reported multiple categories, such as working part-time and being a student. Overall, 

the sample was fairly diverse in age, gender, race/ethnicity, and education.  

Procedure 
Participants completed an online survey consisting of 200 items and 1 open-ended 

question, using the survey platform Qualtrics. The average length of the response time was 

20 minutes. At the beginning of the survey, participants were presented with the DSSC 

measure and the DS Goals measure, followed by an open-ended question about an example 

of a self-control dilemma they frequently experience or have recently experienced. When 

answering the open-ended question, participants were offered an option to provide a 

second example. Next, participants were presented with five additional self-report 
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measures to assess the construct validity of the two focal measures developed for this 

research. Demographic questions were presented at the end of the survey. 

Measures 
Domain-specific self-concept measure (DSSC). To assess the four domain-

specific self-concepts, 40 items were presented as part of a domain-specific self-concept 

measure described earlier. The measure has four scales, one for each domain. The health 

domain and achievement domain were assessed with 11 items each, the social domain with 

10 items, and the financial domain with eight items (see Table 3 for reliability 

coefficients). A sample item assessing self-concept in the health domain is “I see myself as 

a healthy eater.” The degree to which participants agreed with each statement was assessed 

on a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Based on 

the results of exploratory factor analysis (EFA) discussed in more detail later, the final 

measure was reduced to 31 items across four domains. 

Domain-specific goals measure (DS Goals). Goal activity in each of the four 

domains (i.e., health, achievement, social, and financial) was assessed with 37 items 

developed for this research (see Table 3 for reliability coefficients). Items described goals 

that are fairly typical but also worded broadly enough to represent a wide range of 

activities across four domains. Statements captured what a person is trying to do as well as 

what they are trying to stop or avoid doing (e.g., “I am trying not to drink/drink less 

alcohol”). A sample item is “I am trying to eat healthy.” Using a Likert-type scale, all 

items are rated on the extent to which a respondent identifies with the statement (1 = not at 

all like me, 4 = very much like me) and the extent to which it is personally important, 
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ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). Based on the results of the EFA discussed 

later, the final measure was reduced to 34 items across four domains. 

Global self-esteem. Global self-esteem represents overall positive versus negative 

feelings about the self and it is conceptualized as a unidimensional construct not based on 

any specific behaviors (Robins et al., 2001). One of the most widely used measures of 

global self-esteem is the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965). RSE 

assesses global self-concept with 10 items that do not refer to specific aspects of self but 

instead ask about general feelings of self-regard (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with 

myself”). The items are rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly 

agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). The measure has demonstrated concurrent, predictive, and 

construct validity, with alpha reliabilities ranging from .72 to .90 across numerous 

assessments (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018; Gray-Little et al., 1997; Robins et al., 2001; 

Rosenberg, 1965). Omegas for the present study are reported in Table 4. We expected RSE 

to be correlated with the DSSC measure; however, we do not expect these correlations to 

be exceedingly high given that the RSE is a global measure and our self-concept measure 

is domain-specific.  

Health behaviors. Health behaviors were assessed with a 16-item Good Health 

Practices scale (Hampson et al., 2019). This brief self-report measure provides fairly broad 

coverage of health behaviors, correlates with other similar measures (e.g., Wellness 

Maintenance Scale, Vickers et al., 1990), and is predictive of important health outcomes 

(e.g., blood pressure, BMI; Hampson et al., 2019). A sample item is: “I exercise to stay 

healthy.” All items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (not at all like 
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me) to 5 (very much like me). The reported internal reliability (alpha) in prior studies was 

.83 (Hampson et al., 2019). Omegas for the present study are reported in Table 4. We 

expected scores on the Good Health Practices scale to correlate with self-concept in the 

health domain in our measure.  

Domain Specific Hope Scale (DSHS).  The DSHS (Sympson, 1999) assesses an 

individual's level of dispositional hope in six life areas: social, romantic relationships, 

family, academic, work/occupation, and leisure. Dispositional hope is proposed to reflect 

motivation to pursue and attain goals, and facilitate change in general (Snyder et al., 1991) 

or, as is the case with DSHS, reflect dispositional hope in a specific life domain. For each 

life area, respondents are asked to rate how much each item applies to them, using an 8-

point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Definitely false) to 8 (Definitely true). A sample item 

for social relationships is “I can think of many ways to make friends.” DSHS has 

demonstrated good internal consistency, with alphas ranging from .86 to .93 across life 

areas, as well as adequate construct validity (Snyder, 2000; Sympson, 1999). Omegas for 

the present study are reported in Table 4. We used DSHS to assess the construct validity of 

our domain-specific self-concept measure, for the two overlapping domains: 

social/relationships and achievement. Our main assumption is that holding positive self-

beliefs in a specific domain should correspond to one’s rating of dispositional hope (i.e., 

how important and satisfied they are in that same life domain). Thus, we expected scores in 

achievement and social domain in our measure to correlate with the scores on the 

corresponding sub-scale of the DSHS.  



 
 

102 
 

Financial satisfaction and perceived financial capability. Financial satisfaction 

was assessed with a single item asking participants how satisfied they were with their 

current financial situation. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all satisfied) to 10 

(extremely satisfied). Perceived financial capability was also assessed with a single item: “I 

am good at dealing with day-to-day financial matters, such as checking accounts, credit 

and debit cards, and tracking expenses.” Participants were asked to rate the extent to which 

they agreed with the statements, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Both 

measures were previously used in studies assessing subjective and objective financial 

outcomes (Xiao et al., 2014). In our study, the scores on these two items were expected to 

be correlated with the scores in the financial domain in the self-concept measure more 

strongly than with the other three domains in our measure.  

PINT taxonomy of goals. Using a lexical approach, Wilkowski et al. (2020) 

recently developed and validated a taxonomy of higher-order goals. Based on the goal 

content, they found that most goals can be organized into four factors: Prominence, 

Inclusiveness, Negativity prevention, and Tradition (PINT). The resulting measure has 43 

items covering these four categories; goals within each category are assessed by asking 

participants to rate their commitment to the goal, ranging from 4 (I have an extremely 

strong commitment to this) to -4 (I have an extremely strong commitment to avoiding this). 

Omegas for the current study are reported in Table 5. We examined the convergent and 

discriminant validity of the domain-specific goals measure by assessing its relationship 

with the four categories of goals in the PINT taxonomy.   
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Participant-generated self-control dilemmas. Participants were asked to provide 

two examples (the second example was optional) of a self-control dilemma. In the 

instructions, participants were provided with a brief definition of a self-control dilemma, 

followed by a prompt to think about a dilemma they are currently experiencing or have 

recently experienced or a dilemma that they frequently experience even if not recently. The 

participant-generated self-control dilemmas were used for a qualitative analysis which 

informed the development of the hypothetical goal-temptation pairs presented to 

participants in Study 2. 

Results and Discussion 

Exploratory Factor Analysis 
After removing cases with missing values, the final sample size for the two focal 

measures (DSSC, N = 163; DS Goals, N = 154) was within the range recommended in 

prior research (110-180 participants for 4-factor solutions and variables-to-factor ratio of 

seven; Mundfrom et al., 2005). Both measures were assessed with EFA using orthogonal 

(minimal residual factoring, varimax rotation) and oblique rotation (minimal residual 

factoring, oblimin rotation) and the more appropriate rotation was selected based on the 

results. The difference between these two approaches is that orthogonal rotation produces 

factors that are not correlated whereas oblique rotation allows factors to correlate 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).  

For DSSC (N = 163), parallel analysis (Hayton et al., 2004) suggested four factors, 

consistent with the four proposed domains. When oblique rotation was performed, factor 

correlations between several factors exceeded .32, which has been suggested as a threshold 
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for selecting oblique rotation (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Specifically, the achievement 

factor was correlated with the health factor at .46, with the social factor at .43, and with the 

financial factor at .41. Additionally, the health and financial factors were correlated at .36. 

Given these moderately high inter-factor correlations, oblique rotation was selected. Items 

with factor loadings < .40 or with cross-loadings were removed, resulting in the final scale 

consisting of 31 items, with eight items for health, achievement, and social scale, and 

seven items for the financial scale (see Table 1 for the factor loadings for final scale items).  

For the DS goals measure (N = 154), parallel analysis (Hayton et al., 2004) 

suggested five factors; thus, both four and five factors were explored. Because three items 

related to addictive behaviors did not load at all in the four-factor solution but loaded 

cleanly on the fifth factor and given that controlling various addictions emerged frequently 

in self-control dilemmas in the qualitative analysis, we retained the five-factor solution in 

the analysis. When oblique rotation was performed, the achievement and financial factors 

were correlated at .35. However, since this was the only correlation exceeding .32, and the 

remaining correlations were fairly low, orthogonal rotation was selected. After items with 

loadings <.40 or with cross-loadings were removed, 33 items remained in the final scale. 

More specifically, we retained six items for the health scale, three items for addictive 

behaviors scale, eight items for the achievement scale, nine items for the social scale, and 

eight items for the financial scale (see Table 2 for the factor loadings for final scale items).  

Convergent and Discriminant Validity 
 Descriptives, correlations, and reliabilities for the DSSC and DS Goals measures 

are reported in Table 3.  
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In general, we found moderate correlations between the four self-concept domains 

in the DSSC measure, ranging from r = .22 to .49, which supported the assumption of 

distinctiveness of domain-specific self-concepts. As expected, scores on DSSC in each 

domain were positively correlated with scores on the goal activity and importance in the 

same domain. However, there were also positive correlations between self-concept domain 

scores and goals in some other (but not all) domains. For example, self-concept in the 

health domain was positively associated with the goals in social and achievement domains, 

self-concept in the achievement domain was positively associated with goals in all domains 

except those related to addictive behaviors, self-concept in the social domain was 

associated with goals in achievement in financial domain, and self-concept in financial 

domain was associated with goals in health and achievement domain. Similarly, we found 

moderately positive correlations between goals in different domains (ranging from r = .20 

to .46), with one notable exception involving goals in health and financial domains which 

were not correlated. These findings are consistent with the multiple self-concept 

conceptualization which suggests that people hold views of themselves in many different 

life domains, some of which may be correlated whereas others are not. 

We conducted a preliminary investigation of the DSSC measure’s convergent and 

discriminant validity by assessing its relationship with a global self-esteem measure (i.e., 

RSE) and three domain-specific measures that correspond to our four proposed domains. 

As mentioned previously, self-esteem and self-concept are often used interchangeably, and 

many proposed measures of self-concept are in fact assessments of self-esteem (Morin, 

2017). Thus, we expected the two measures to be correlated. However, given that the RSE 
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is a global measure and our self-concept measure is domain-specific, we did not expect 

these correlations to be exceedingly high. The results were consistent with our 

expectations. DSSC and RSE correlations ranged from .40 to .66, suggesting both 

convergent and discriminant validity.  

To further examine the construct validity of the domain-specific scales, we 

assessed each scale with a measure that taps into a corresponding domain. Self-concept in 

the health domain was correlated with the General Health Practices scale (r = .58, p < 

.001), self-concept in the achievement domain was correlated with DSHS-academic (r = 

.67, p < .001), and DSHS-work (r = .67, p < .001), self-concept in social domain was 

correlated with DSHS-family (r = .64, p < .001), and self-concept in financial domain was 

correlated with financial satisfaction and financial capability (r = .48, p < .001, and r = .71, 

p < .001, respectively). In addition to these correlations providing evidence of convergent 

validity of the DSSC measure, the pattern of correlations between self-concept domains 

and scales in non-corresponding domains also offered evidence of discriminant validity 

insofar as the correlations were smaller or non-significant (see Table 4). 

The convergent and discriminant validity of the DS goals measure was assessed 

using the PINT taxonomy. We expected scores on the prominence scale to be correlated 

with scores on items in the achievement and financial domain, inclusiveness to correlate 

with the social domain, and negativity prevention with the health/wellness domain. We 

expected weaker correlations between the tradition items and our measure. The results 

were mostly consistent with our expectations. In general, we found small to moderate 

correlations between all domains (except health) and prominence (r = .20 to .31) and 
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inclusion (r = .15 to .37; the strongest correlation was with the social domain as expected). 

We also found weaker correlations between tradition and achievement, social, and 

financial domains (r = .15 to .19). Contrary to our expectations, negativity prevention was 

not correlated with the health domain. It was, however, negatively correlated with goals 

related to drugs or addictive behaviors (r = -.17, p = .03). Overall, we found the pattern of 

correlations between DS Goals and PINT taxonomy to provide evidence of both 

convergent (i.e., significant correlations discussed above) and discriminant validity (i.e., 

non-significant correlations between health domain and PINT and weaker correlations with 

non-corresponding domains; see Table 5). 

Qualitative Data Analysis 
Coding. Participants were asked to provide examples of self-control dilemmas 

they experienced either recently or frequently. The second example was optional. A total of 

206 responses were collected, with 36 participants providing two examples. Upon review 

of the response content, 137 responses were deemed valid, resulting in a 66% response 

rate. Responses that did not describe situations or dilemmas that mapped clearly on self-

control were eliminated from further analysis. Retained self-control dilemma examples 

were then coded following a four-step process. First, a goal and a temptation were 

identified in each response. Behaviors or outcomes participants identified as something 

they are striving for or trying to achieve were labeled as goals. The opposing behaviors or 

outcomes (e.g., distraction, obstacle) were labeled as temptations. Second, each goal and 

temptation were assigned to one of the domains (e.g., health, achievement, social, 

financial, other) and each domain’s unique number was entered into a column. If 
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participants indicated that more than one domain was involved in either a goal or a 

temptation, then a secondary domain was identified and recorded (e.g., “I know I should 

not drink because it’s a waste of money and puts a strain on my relationship”; this 

statement was assigned financial as a primary and social as a secondary domain). Third, for 

each self-control dilemma, a numeric pairing of the goal and temptation’s primary domain 

was represented with a two-digit number [e.g., “57” represents a goal in the health domain 

(5) and temptation in the social domain (7)]. In addition to the four focal domains (i.e., 

health, achievement, social, and financial), several other options were added based on 

categories that emerged from the data. Finally, all pairings were categorized based on 

whether the goal and temptation were in the same domain (coded as “1”) or different 

domains (coded as “2”). 

Results of qualitative analysis. To address our first research question about 

common dilemma pairings of goals and temptations in self-control dilemmas, we 

calculated frequencies and percentages to examine the distribution of goals and temptations 

across different domains, as well as the prevalence of different domain pairings (see Table 

6). Participants in our study reported most goals in the financial domain (32%), followed 

by goals in the social domain (26%), health (21%), and achievement (18%). These findings 

deviate somewhat from patterns reported in prior qualitative studies, which found goals in 

the achievement and health domains to be the most frequent ones in self-control dilemmas 

(Little, 2020; McGregor & Little, 1998; Hofman et al., 2012a; Veilleux et al., 2018). It is 

possible that these results reflect differences in the sample sources. For predominantly 

student samples, which prior research has mostly relied on, emphasis on goals in 
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achievement and health domains (e.g., weight control, exercise, fitness) would be expected. 

However, in our more diverse sample, with an average age of 42, it would be reasonable to 

expect greater emphasis on financial and social goals, as these goals reflect the priorities of 

older, working adults. Additionally, the emphasis on financial goals may also reflect the 

current economic outlook, with persistent inflation and post-Covid challenges. About 9% 

of goals involved multiple domains, with 7% of these secondary goals being linked to 

controlling drug-related or addictive behaviors. The greatest number of temptations were 

social (36%), followed by the financial domain (25%), and health and achievement (15%, 

each). Secondary domains were reported in 22% of the cases; 15% of those were hedonic 

in nature (e.g., described as inherently pleasurable and enjoyable). 

Our second research question was to examine how common self-control dilemmas 

are where both a goal and a temptation are in the same domain as opposed to different 

domains.  In terms of self-control dilemma pairings, 73% of dilemmas were in the same 

domain, as opposed to 27% of dilemmas with a goal and a temptation in different domains. 

Among the same domain dilemmas, the financial domain was the most frequent (23%), 

followed by social (20%), health (15%), and achievement (11%). For different domain 

dilemmas, a very clear pattern emerged – goals in health, achievement, and financial 

domains were most frequently challenged by temptations in the social domain (7%, 6%, 

and 6%, respectively). Other domain combinations represented between 1% and 2% of 

dilemma pairs (see Tables 7 and 8). 
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Summary 
The two primary goals of the Pilot Study were to (1) examine the dimensionality 

and construct validity of the two measures developed for this research, DSSC and DS 

Goals, and (2) gather examples of real-life self-control dilemmas. EFA results confirmed a 

four-factor solution for the DSSC measure, which is consistent with the four proposed 

domains. However, EFA results suggested a five-factor solution for the DS Goals measure, 

with the fifth factor consisting of items that focus on the control of drug-related or 

addiction-related behaviors. Given that drugs and addiction control emerged frequently in 

examples of self-control dilemmas, these items were retained in the final measure and 

allowed to load on the fifth and distinct factor. In examining the relationships between the 

DSSC and DS Goals measures and a global self-esteem measure, domain-specific 

measures, and taxonomy of goals, we found evidence supporting the convergent and 

discriminant validity of the two focal measures. Finally, the analysis of the qualitative data 

confirmed that self-control dilemmas are linked to all four proposed domains (i.e., health, 

achievement, social, and financial), with some interesting patterns emerging from our data. 

Specifically, our participants reported a majority of goals in the financial and social 

domain; however, regardless of the goal domain, the most frequently experienced 

temptations were in the social domain. These findings informed the development of the 

hypothetical goal-temptation pairs presented to participants in Study 2. 
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Chapter 5  
Study 1 

 

Study 1 had three main objectives. Our first objective was to confirm the 

dimensionality of the two scales, DSSC and DS Goals, in an independent sample. The 

second objective was to gather additional evidence of the convergent and discriminant 

validity of these two measures. Finally, our third objective was to assess how domain-

specific self-concepts relate to goal activity and temptation susceptibility in the same and 

different domains. 

Participants 
As in the Pilot Study, participants were recruited through the crowdsourcing 

platform Prolific. Responses from 161 participants were evaluated based on several 

criteria: captcha score, attention checks, and time taken to complete the survey. 

Elimination criteria included captcha score <.50 or failing two or more out of three 

attention checks. In addition, the time taken to complete the survey was evaluated in 

conjunction with the attention checks. Specifically, responses with the shortest completion 

time (10 responses with a completion time of less than 8 minutes, which was half of the 

mean time of 15 min) were flagged for elimination if they failed one of the attention 

checks. Participants in this group who did not fail any attention checks were retained in the 

dataset. In the end, one participant was removed from the dataset based on these criteria, 

resulting in a sample of 160 individuals. After checking for outliers, two additional cases 
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with standardized scores above the recommended threshold of 3.29 (Tabachnik & Fidell, 

2013) were removed from the dataset, resulting in the final sample of 158 participants.  

Participants (N = 158) were on average 39 years old (SD = 13.77), with 71% 

identifying as female, 26% as male, 2% as other, and 1% preferred not to say. The sample 

was 60% White, 13% Black/African American, 11% Hispanic, 11% Asian, and 5% all 

other ethnicities/races combined. Participants reported different levels of formal education, 

ranging from those with high school diplomas (15%) to those with doctorate degrees (2%). 

Participants with bachelor’s degrees (40%), associate degrees (15%), and those with some 

college (18%) comprised the majority. In terms of work status, 49% were employed full-

time, 22% worked part-time, 16% did not work, 4% were students, and 4% were retired. 

Some participants (15%) reported multiple categories, such as working part-time and being 

a student. Overall, the sample was fairly diverse in age, gender, race/ethnicity, and 

education. 

Procedure 
Participants completed an online survey consisting of 139 items, using the survey 

platform Qualtrics. The average response time was 15 minutes. At the beginning of the 

survey, participants were presented with two focal measures, the DSSC and the DS Goals, 

followed by three other self-report measures. Demographic questions were presented at the 

end of the survey. 
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Measures 
Domain-specific self-concept measure (DSSC). To assess the four domain-

specific self-concepts, 31 items were presented as part of a domain-specific self-concept 

measure revised based on the results of the Pilot Study. The revised measure has four 

scales, one for each domain. The health domain, achievement domain, and social domain 

were assessed with eight items each, and the financial domain was assessed with seven 

items (see Table 14 for reliability coefficients). A sample item assessing self-concept in the 

health domain is “I see myself as a healthy eater.” The degree to which participants agreed 

with each statement was assessed on a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 5 (strongly agree).  

Domain-specific goals measure (DS Goals). Goal activity in different domains 

was assessed with 33 items revised based on the results of the Pilot Study. The revised 

measure consists of the four initially proposed domains (i.e., health, achievement, social, 

and financial) and the fifth domain, related to addictive behaviors, which emerged from the 

empirical data in the Pilot Study. Goals in the health domain were assessed with six items, 

goals related to addictive behaviors were assessed with three items, and goals in the 

achievement, social, and financial domains with eight, nine, and eight items, respectively 

(see Table 14 for reliability coefficients). A sample item for the health domain is “I am 

trying to eat healthy.” Using a Likert-type scale, all items were rated on the extent to which 

a respondent identifies with the statement (1 = not at all like me, 4 = very much like me) 

and the extent to which the goal is personally important, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 

(extremely).  
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Domain-Specific Impulsivity Scale – Temptation (DSIS-T). Susceptibility to 

temptations was assessed with the Domain-Specific Impulsivity Scale – Temptation 

(DSIS-T), developed by Tsukayama et al. (2011). This measure consists of 51 items, 

covering six domains: work, relationships, drugs, food, exercise, and finance. Two of those 

domain areas, food and exercise, map on the sub-facets in the health domain in our self-

concept measure. Thus, to be consistent with our self-concept measure, we also treat them 

as part of the health domain when assessing domain-specific temptation susceptibility. 

The measure consists of statements about activities that are often considered 

tempting to people. A sample item is “Snacking on junk food.” For each item, participants 

rated how tempted they would be to engage in these activities and how bad/harmful they 

think these activities are. Each item was assessed on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 1 (not tempted at all) to 5 (very tempted) to gauge temptation, and 1 (not bad at all) to 

5 (very bad) to gauge perceived harm. In Tsukayama et al.’s (2011) initial assessment of 

the scale’s reliability, the average alpha was .88, ranging from .81 to .94 across the 

validation studies. Reliability coefficients for the present study are reported in Table 15. 

Additionally, the authors produced evidence for distinct factors, as well as evidence 

supporting convergent validity and incremental validity for the scale (see Tsukayama et al., 

2011). 

Trait Self-Control. Trait self-control has been consistently linked to self-control 

successes and failures, and by extension, is expected to play a role in one’s capacity to 

resist temptations (Cobb-Clark et al., 2022; Gillebaart & Kroese, 2020; Tangney et al., 

2004). Thus, in order to investigate the unique influence of self-concept on self-control 
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dilemmas, it is important to account for the role trait self-control plays. Research has 

shown that people differ in levels of trait control, which we assessed with the commonly 

used Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS; Tangney et al., 2004), a 13-item self-report 

questionnaire. A sample item is “I am good at resisting temptation.” Items are rated on a 5-

point scale ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (very much like me). The reported 

internal reliability for this scale in previous studies is between alpha = .83 and alpha = .85, 

across different samples (Manapat et al., 2021). Reliability coefficients for the present 

study are reported in Tables 14 and 15.  

Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motivation. Hedonic and eudaimonic motivation is 

also proposed to play a role in hindering or promoting self-control efforts. Hedonic 

motivation is reflected in a strong desire to seek pleasure and avoid pain, and for 

individuals high on this motivation, the pursuit of pleasure, enjoyment, and comfort are 

key drivers of behavior (Giuntoli et al., 2021; Huta, 2017). Eudaimonic motivation is 

reflected in a need to develop the best in oneself, consistently with one’s values, and is 

characterized by the pursuit of authenticity, growth, and excellence (Giuntoli et al., 2021; 

Huta & Ryan, 2010). In daily life, hedonic or eudaimonic motivations are represented by 

one’s orientation, which some scholars have suggested can be understood as a way of life, 

one that is reflected in the choice of personal priorities, motives, values, goals, and 

ultimately, behaviors (Huta & Waterman, 2014). Accordingly, hedonic orientation is the 

propensity of an individual to seek experiences that are subjectively pleasant (Huta, 2016; 

Pearce et al., 2020). In empirical studies, hedonically oriented individuals have been found 

to prefer fun, pleasurable, and enjoyable activities, be more focused on the present 
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moment, and value power and material possessions (Huta, 2016). Thus, hedonic orientation 

might promote giving in to temptations and achieving more immediate gratification. On the 

other hand, eudaimonic orientation is the propensity of an individual to seek experiences 

that are personally meaningful and authentic and contribute to personal growth and a sense 

of accomplishment (Huta, 2016; Pearce et al., 2020). In empirical studies, eudaimonic 

orientation has been associated with ambition, future orientation, planning for and 

persevering at personal goals (Huta, 2016; Pearce et al., 2020), and promoting self-control 

(Anic & Toncic, 2012).  

We expected hedonic motivation to correlate with greater susceptibility to 

temptations, and eudaimonic orientation to positively correlate with self-concepts and goal 

activity across all domains. Therefore, in addition to assessing the convergent and 

discriminant validity of our focal measures, DSSC and DS Goals, we also sought to control 

for the influence of hedonic and eudaimonic motivation on overall goal activity and 

susceptibility to temptations. 

Hedonic and eudaimonic orientations were assessed with a 10-item questionnaire 

comprising two sub-scales (Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motives for Activities – Revised 

(HEMA-R); Huta & Ryan, 2010; 2016). Each sub-scale has five items with a reported 

average alpha of .80. Reliability coefficients for the present study are reported in Tables 14 

and 15. All items are rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 

(very much). Items ask participants to rate the degree to which they approach their daily 

activities with a specific intention (e.g., seek relaxation, pursue excellence, learn a skill). 
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Results and Discussion 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to examine the dimensionality 

of the two measures developed for this research, DSSC and DS Goals. The final sample 

size for both measures (N = 158) was within the range for CFA recommended in prior 

research (Koran, 2020). Specifically, for four to five factors, with an average of 6 

indicators per factor, the minimum recommended sample size is 150 (Koran, 2020). For 

DSSC, we examined and compared fit indices for several different models. First, we 

examined a one-factor model to assess the potential for common method variance (Cortina 

et al., 2020). Next, we examined a four-factor model that emerged based on the EFA from 

the Pilot Study. Because items in the health domain could be grouped into two to three 

subdomains, we also examined five- and six-factor models. The results of the one-factor 

model do not suggest common method variance is a major issue. Overall, results for the 

four-, five-, and six-factor models indicated that none of these models produced fit indices 

consistent with the thresholds commonly recommended in the literature (e.g., CFI > .95, 

Hu & Bentler, 1999); however, the five-factor and six-factor models demonstrated 

marginally better fit than the four-factor model (see Table 9 for fit indices and Table 10 for 

factor loadings). 

To further explore model fit, we examined modification indices (MI) and 

standardized residuals. In general, examining MI can help identify additional parameters to 

be estimated, which can yield a better statistical model fit (Perry et al., 2015). Examining 

standardized residuals can identify items that may contribute to model misfit. However, 
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scholars have urged caution when using these data-driven approaches without clear 

theoretical relevance, suggesting that re-specifications may mainly capitalize on chance 

(e.g., Kaplan, 2009; Perry et al., 2015). Thus, we examined MI and standardized residuals 

in this study against the backdrop of their theoretical relevance. Ultimately, adjustments 

did not result in significant improvements to the model fit and, without compelling 

theoretical reasons to re-specify the model, we decided against modifying it. 

For DS Goals, in addition to the one-factor model, we examined a five-factor 

model that emerged from the EFA conducted in the Pilot Study, and a six-factor model 

with health items split into two sub-domains: food and exercise. It is important to note that 

the DS Goals measure consists of two responses for each item, one that assesses 

identification with the activity (i.e., “How much is this like you?”) and the other that 

assesses the importance of each activity (e.g., “How important is this to you?”). Thus, for 

each model, two CFAs were performed, one for identification responses and the other for 

importance responses. As with the DSSC measure, results indicated that common method 

variance may not be a major issue and none of the models produced fit indices consistent 

with the recommended thresholds. The differences in fit indices between five- and six-

factor models were marginal (see Table 11 for fit indices and Tables 12 and 13 for factor 

loadings). The examination of modification indices and standardized residuals did not 

produce significant improvements to the model fit and, given the lack of theoretical 

reasons to modify the model, we decided against it. 

Finally, to further evaluate these findings and determine if the models should be 

rejected, we consulted extensive literature discussing the limitations of the CFA technique, 
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and in particular the interpretation of CFA models using cut-off values (e.g., Cooper et al., 

2010; Donnellan et al., 2006; Perry et al., 2015). Because CFA allows items to load on 

only one, intended factor and constrains all other non-intended loadings to zero, its main 

limitation is that all trivial cross-loadings contribute to model misspecification (Ashton & 

Lee, 2007). This is especially problematic for long, multidimensional scales that generate 

individual subscale scores, as these measures tend to have moderate to high inter-

correlations and many cross-loadings (Perry et al., 2015). In fact, many well-known and 

widely accepted personality assessments, including IPIP-FFM and Mini-IPIP, achieve only 

poor to modest fit, well below the recommended criteria (Cooper et al., 2010; Hopwood & 

Donnellan, 2010). For example, findings have indicated that these prominent personality 

measures demonstrate values from .74 to .88 for CFI and .07 to .10 for RMSEA (see 

Donnellan et al., 2006; Lim & Ployhart, 2006). Similar findings have been reported for 

measures other than personality assessments as well. For example, Perry et al. (2015) 

examined six measures from sports and exercise psychology and found they all failed to 

meet recommended cutoff values. As a result, researchers are increasingly advocating 

against automatically rejecting scales that do not achieve a good model fit with CFA (Perry 

et al., 2015). Instead, other factors, such as content, construct, and criterion-related validity, 

internal reliability, the strength of EFA loadings on the primary factor, and cross-loadings 

of items across the factors should be considered (Cooper et al., 2010; Perry et al., 2015). 

When assessing our two focal measures (i.e., DSSC and DS Goals) based on these 

recommendations, we found evidence of convergent and discriminant validity, good 

internal reliability, strong EFA loadings on the primary factor, and small cross-loadings of 
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items across factors. We also found inter-correlations between factors to be small to 

moderate, which supported the distinctiveness of each factor. Finally, we found that our 

measures produced fit indices in the same range as other commonly accepted measures 

(e.g., CFI between .70 and .90, RMSEA between .07 and .10, see examples in Appendix A, 

Table S.2). Therefore, we determined that the current CFA results are consistent with prior 

findings involving widely accepted measures and other results are generally supportive of 

our two focal measures and thus decided to proceed with these measures in further 

analysis. 

Convergent and Discriminant Validity 
 Descriptives, correlations, and reliabilities for the DSSC measure and DS Goals 

measures are reported in Table 14, and for DSIS-T in Table 15. To gather additional 

evidence for the convergent and discriminant validity of our two focal measures, we 

assessed their relationships with a measure of trait self-control (BSCS; Tangney et al., 

2013) and a measure of hedonic and eudaimonic orientation (HEMA-R; Huta & Ryan, 

2010; 2016). As mentioned previously, self-control is often conceptualized as a trait-like 

quality and thus it is possible that holding positive views of oneself in a certain domain 

partially stems from believing in one’s self-control capabilities in the same domain. As a 

result, we expected BSCS and DSSC to be correlated. However, given that the BSCS is a 

global measure and our self-concept measure is domain-specific, we expected these 

correlations to be in a moderate range. The results were consistent with our expectations. 

DSSC and BSCS correlations ranged from .32 to .57, suggesting both convergent and 

discriminant validity. 
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As further evidence of convergent validity, we found significant positive 

correlations between the DSSC scales and eudaimonic orientation. Self-concept in the 

achievement domain showed the strongest correlation (r = .44, p < .001), followed by 

health (r = .29, p < .001), social (r = .29, p < .001), and financial domain (r = .23, p = 

.004). Additionally, none of the DSSC scales were significantly correlated with hedonic 

orientation, confirming our expectations and providing evidence of discriminant validity. 

As for domain-specific goal activity, we did not expect significant correlations 

with BSCS or hedonic motivation. However, we expected that goal activity across all 

domains would be significantly correlated with eudaimonic orientation, as people who are 

actively pursuing goals, regardless of the domain, are likely to be oriented toward the 

achievement of such goals. The results were consistent with our expectations, with two 

exceptions. First, as expected, BSCS was not significantly correlated with domain-specific 

goal activity in four out of five domains; however, we found a significant positive 

association between BSCS and self-identification with goals in the health domain (r = .27, 

p < .001). We can only speculate that this may be due to people strongly associating goals 

in the health domain with self-control capabilities; however, further research is needed to 

untangle this unique association. Second, eudaimonic orientation was positively associated 

with goals in all domains, except those related to controlling addictive behaviors. One 

possible explanation is that people might feel that addictive behaviors are not entirely 

under their control and thus intuitively disassociate goals in this domain from their overall 

need for achievement and growth. As for the relationships between the DS Goals scales 
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and the hedonic orientation scale, results were consistent with our expectations insofar as 

no significant associations emerged. 

Overall, we found the pattern of correlations between the DSSC, DS Goals 

measure, BSCS, and HEMA-R’s eudaimonic scale to provide evidence of convergent 

validity, and correlations between the DSSC and DS Goals measure and HEMA-R’s 

hedonic orientation scale to provide evidence of discriminant validity. 

Hypotheses Testing 
 Two hypotheses were tested in Study 1. First, we assessed the relationship between 

domain-specific self-concept and domain-specific goal activity. Results revealed 

significant positive correlations between domain-specific self-concept and self-

identification with goals in the corresponding domain (Hypothesis 1a) and between 

domain-specific self-concept and the importance attributed to goals in the corresponding 

domain (Hypothesis 1b). Specifically, for Hypothesis 1a, the correlation between DSSC 

Health and self-identification with health goals was r = .44, p <.001, and with health goal 

importance was r = .19, p = .02. For DSSC Achievement, the correlation with self-

identification with achievement goals was r = .18, p = .02, and with achievement goal 

importance was r = .20, p = .01. For DSSC Social, the correlation with self-identification 

with social goals was r = .22, p = .00, and with social goal importance was r = .24, p = .00. 

For DSSC Financial, the correlation with self-identification with financial goals was r = 
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.29, p < .001, and with financial goal importance was r = .18, p = .03. Thus, Hypothesis 1 

was supported2. 

 To further investigate the unique relationship between domain-specific self-

concept and domain-specific goals, we conducted hierarchical linear regression for 

variables in each domain. In each model, we first entered one of our control variables, self-

control or eudaimonic orientation, followed by the domain-specific self-concept as an 

independent variable (IV) and self-identification with the domain-specific goal activity as a 

dependent variable (DV). We repeated the same process for each domain and the two DVs, 

one representing self-identification with goals in each domain and the other representing 

the importance of goals in each domain. 

The pattern of results was generally consistent with our expectations. BSCS was a 

significant predictor of goals only in the health domain. When controlling for BSCS, DSSC 

in each domain was a significant predictor of self-identification with goals in that domain, 

and a significant predictor of importance attributed to goals in that domain, except for 

some health goals (see Table 16 for regression coefficients). On the other hand, 

eudaimonic orientation was a significant predictor of goals in all domains except the health 

domain. When controlling for eudaimonic orientation, DSSC was a significant predictor of 

self-identification with corresponding goals in all domains except achievement. However, 

when it came to predicting the importance attributed to the goals in each domain, DSSC 

                                                   
2 Goals related to drugs (i.e., controlling addictive behaviors) were not significantly correlated with 

any of the four proposed domains and thus were excluded from the hypothesis testing. However, 

correlations for all the goals are reported in Table 14. 
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was not a significant predictor when controlling for eudaimonic orientation, except for 

goals in the social domain (r  = .19, t = 2.39, p = .02). 

The next hypothesis examined in Study 1 (Hypothesis 3) assessed the relationship 

between domain-specific self-concept and susceptibility to temptations in the same 

domain. First, we examined the relationship between DSSC and temptation strength in the 

corresponding domain (Hypothesis 3a). We found that DSSC in each domain was 

significantly negatively correlated with temptation strength in the same domain. 

Specifically, DSSC Health was significantly negatively correlated with food temptations (r 

= -.26, p =.001), and with temptations related to exercise (r = -.42, p < .001), DSSC 

Achievement was negatively correlated with work temptations (r = -.31, p <.001), and 

DSSC Financial was negatively correlated with monetary temptations (r = -.39, p < .001). 

However, DSSC Social was not significantly correlated with temptations in the social 

domain (r = -.14, p = .07). Thus, Hypothesis 3a was partially supported. 

Second, we examined the relationship between DSSC and how harmful 

temptations are perceived to be in the corresponding domain, expecting a positive 

relationship. However, the results were mixed, partially supporting Hypothesis 3b. For 

DSSC Achievement and DSSC Social, stronger self-concept scores were associated with 

perceiving temptations in the corresponding domain as more harmful (r = .19, p = .02 and r 

= .26, p < .001, respectively). These results were consistent with our expectations. 

However, for food-related temptations, association with DSSC Health was in the opposite 

direction (r = -.22, p = .00), suggesting that those with a stronger health self-concept did 

not see food temptation as harmful. Additionally, the relationship between DSSC Health 
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and the harmfulness of exercise-related temptations (r = -.10, p = .16) and between DSSC 

Financial and the harmfulness of money-related temptations (r = -.07, p = .37) were not 

significant. Taken together, Hypothesis 3 was partially supported.3 

 Additionally, we conducted hierarchical regressions to examine unique 

relationships between DSSC and temptations in each domain. When controlling for 

hedonic motivation, we found DSSC to significantly negatively predict susceptibility to 

temptations in the corresponding domain. However, the results were mixed when 

predicting how harmful temptations in each domain are perceived to be. Specifically, 

DSSC Achievement and DSSC Social were significant predictors of perception of 

harmfulness in their corresponding domains, above and beyond hedonic orientation (r = 

.19, t = 2.40, p = .02 and r = .27, t = 3.39, p < .001, respectively), but DSSC Financial was 

not (r = -.05, t = -.66, p = .51). We also confirmed that DSSC Health predicted the 

harmfulness of food temptations in the direction opposite to what we expected (r = -.22, t = 

- 2.85, p = .005), whereas DSSC Health was not a significant predictor of the perception of 

the harmfulness of exercise-related temptations, when controlling for hedonic orientation (r 

= -.09, t = -1.18, p = .24).  

 Taken together, the results suggest that domain-specific self-concept is associated 

with identification with goals in the corresponding domain and susceptibility to 

temptations in the same domain. These relationships hold, even when other related 

                                                   
3 Because drug-related behaviors did not map on any of the proposed self-concept domains, drug-

related temptations were excluded from the hypothesis testing. However, correlations for all the 

variables are reported in Tables 14 and 15. 
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measures, such as BSCS and hedonic and eudaimonic orientation are considered. However, 

when it comes to predicting goal importance and the harmfulness of temptations, domain-

specific self-concept is a less reliable predictor, especially when hedonic and eudaimonic 

orientations are added to the model. These findings suggest that it might be a eudaimonic 

orientation that primarily drives importance attributed to the goals, regardless of the 

domain. Similarly, we can speculate that those with hedonic motivation might generally 

perceive temptations as less harmful, also regardless of the domain. 

Research Question 
 Finally, we were interested in exploring what, if any, relationships exist between 

self-concepts and the temptations from different domains. To address this research 

question, we examined correlations between each domain-specific self-concept and 

susceptibility to temptations in three other domains. We found that those with strong 

positive self-concepts in the health, social, and financial domains were less susceptible to 

temptations in the achievement domain. This is somewhat consistent with our findings that 

achievement self-concept is positively correlated with self-concept in all other domains, 

suggesting that there is some overlap between achievement in one’s profession and 

achievement across other domains (e.g., achieving health, social, or financial goals). 

Another interesting finding was that those with strong self-concepts in achievement, social, 

and financial domains consistently perceived social temptations as harmful. In other words, 

those who held strong positive beliefs about themselves in these domains were generally 

wary of social temptations. 
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 The presence of significant relationships between self-concepts and temptations 

across several domains strongly suggests that cross-domain relationships should be 

considered when investigating the role of self-concept in self-control dilemmas. In 

particular, we feel that examining more closely the relationship between self-concepts and 

social temptations might be fruitful in further research. 

Summary 
The primary goals of Study 1 were to further examine the dimensionality and 

construct validity of the two measures developed for this research, the DSSC and DS 

Goals, and assess how domain-specific self-concepts relate to goal activity and temptation 

susceptibility in the same and different domains. Overall, the DSSC and DS Goals 

measures demonstrated good convergent, discriminant, and incremental validity, despite a 

relatively modest fit produced by CFA. Additionally, our results suggest that the domain-

specific self-concept is associated with goals and temptations in the corresponding domain, 

although some cross-domain relationships have also been noted and should be explored 

further. 
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Chapter 6  
Study 2 

 

The purpose of Study 2 was to examine the role self-concept plays in self-control 

dilemmas. Specifically, we examined the relationship between self-concept and goal 

importance, temptation strength, and conflict strength in self-control dilemmas. We also 

assessed emotions people anticipate for different outcomes of self-control dilemmas. We 

investigated these relationships by combining self-report data with hypothetical scenario 

data in two different conditions: one when the goal and temptation are in the same self-

concept domain, and the other when they are in different self-concept domains. 

Participants 
Participants were recruited through the crowdsourcing platform Prolific. 

Responses from 153 participants were evaluated based on the same criteria as in the 

previous studies: captcha score <.50, three attention checks, and time taken to complete the 

survey (i.e., the completion time of less than 10 min, which was half of the mean time of 

20 min for the sample in Study 2). In the end, four participants were removed from the 

dataset based on failing two or more of these criteria, resulting in a sample of 149 

individuals. No outliers were found with the standardized scores above the recommended 

threshold of 3.29 (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013). Additionally, insufficient effort responding 

(IER; Huang et al., 2012) based on long string4 was not detected in the dataset. 

                                                   
4 To assess IER, we used the statistical package ‘careless’ (Yentes & Wilhelm, 2023) in R v.4.2.  
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Participants (N = 149) were on average 40 years old (SD = 13.88), with 64% 

identifying as female, 32% as male, 3% as other, and 1% preferred not to say. The sample 

was 56% White, 20% Black/African American, 12% Asian, 7% Hispanic, and 6% all other 

ethnicities/races combined. Participants reported different levels of formal education, 

ranging from those with high school diplomas (13%) and some college (21%) to those with 

doctorate degrees (5%). Participants with associate degrees (11%), bachelor’s degrees 

(32%), and master’s degrees (13%) comprised the majority. In terms of work status, 50% 

were employed full-time, 12% worked part-time, 23% did not work, 2% were students, 6% 

were retired, 3% were stay-at-home parents, 1% were volunteers, and 3% selected other. 

Some participants (13%) reported multiple categories, such as working part-time and being 

a student. Overall, the sample was fairly diverse in age, gender, race/ethnicity, and 

education. 

Procedure 
Using the survey platform Qualtrics, participants first completed the domain-

specific self-concept measure (DSSC) developed for this research. Next, participants were 

presented with 13 hypothetical self-control dilemma scenarios, five depicting the same 

domain and eight depicting different domain pairings (see Appendix B). Participants were 

asked about goal importance, temptation strength, and the degree of conflict for each self-

control dilemma scenario. Additionally, participants were asked to report, for each option 

in the self-control dilemma scenarios, the emotions they would anticipate experiencing if 

they acted in accordance with that option. Participants were then presented with two 
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additional measures which were not used in this study. Demographic questions were 

presented at the end of the survey. The average response time was 20 minutes. 

Measures 
Domain-specific self-concept measure (DSSC). To assess the four domain-

specific self-concepts, we administered the same 31-item questionnaire as in Study 1, with 

all items rated on a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree).  

Goal-temptation pairs. Hypothetical pairings between goals and temptations were 

developed based on prior literature and from the participant-generated dilemmas collected 

in the Pilot Study. The pairings consisted of a combination of goals and temptations from 

the same or different domains. For the same domain condition, five scenarios were 

presented capturing a goal and a temptation in the health, achievement, social, and 

financial domains. For the health domain, two scenarios were developed, one depicting a 

dilemma related to exercise and the other related to food. The qualitative data from the 

Pilot Study suggested that these are two prominent self-control dilemmas in people’s lives; 

however, they each might relate to different aspects of a self-concept related to health. To 

capture these potentially distinct facets of health self-concept, we presented two health 

scenarios, for a total of five hypothetical scenarios in the same domain category. An 

example of the same-domain pairing is: “Your goal is to eat healthy, but you are tempted 

to order fast food/ takeout food.” 

For the different domain condition, eight hypothetical scenarios were presented, 

each depicting a goal from one domain and a temptation from another domain. Although 
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12 pairings were possible (i.e., 4 domain goals paired with temptations from 3 other 

domains), we selected eight combinations based on the results of the Pilot Study. 

Specifically, qualitative data from the Pilot Study revealed that the temptations in the 

social domain were the most frequent ones across all domains. Therefore, we presented 

three scenarios pairing a goal from each domain (i.e., health, achievement, financial) with a 

temptation from the social domain. We selected a second scenario for each domain to 

represent what appeared to be a common self-control dilemma in real life (i.e., from 

examples participants provided in the Pilot Study) by pairing a goal from that domain with 

a temptation from another domain. Goals in the social domain were paired with 

temptations from two of the other three domains. Thus, two scenarios were presented for 

each domain for eight scenarios total, pairing goals and temptations from different 

domains. In the following sample item, the goal is in the achievement domain and the 

temptation is in the social domain: “Your goal is to meet a tight deadline for a work/school 

project, but you are tempted to go out with friends instead.” 

Goal importance. Goal importance in each self-control dilemma was assessed 

with a single item: “How important would [Insert goal from the scenario] be to you?” The 

ratings were on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely).  

Temptation strength. We assessed temptation strength in each self-control 

dilemma with a single item: “How tempting would it be to [Insert temptation from the 

scenario]?” The ratings were on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 

(extremely). 
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Conflict strength. For each self-control dilemma, participants were asked to rate 

how conflicted they would be in the hypothetical scenario. The item was presented as 

follows: “If you faced this dilemma, how conflicted do you think you would be?” Ratings 

were on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). 

Anticipated emotions. Participants were asked to anticipate the intensity of the 

emotions they would feel if they selected each option in the self-control dilemma. 

Consistent with prior research on anticipated self-conscious emotions (e.g., Bagozzi et al., 

1998; Hoffman et al., 2013; Kotabe et al., 2019), three emotions, pride, guilt, and regret, 

were rated on an 8-point scale, ranging from 0 (no emotion) to 7 (very intense emotion). 

The item was presented as follows: “If you would choose to [Insert goal/temptation], how 

do you anticipate feeling about it?” 

Control variables. In Study 2, we included basic emotions and gender as 

additional controls due to their relevance for our assessment of self-conscious emotions. 

Basic emotions. Although we are primarily focused on self-conscious emotions in 

the current study, it is important to note that research has consistently found the presence 

of other, basic emotions during self-control dilemmas (Giner-Sorolla, 2001; Hofmann et 

al., 2013).  Sometimes referred to as primary emotions (Gu et al., 2019), basic emotions 

include a range of non-self-conscious emotions, such as anger, fear, sadness, joy or 

happiness, disgust, and surprise (Ekman, 1992). Although early theories proposed between 

six and eight basic emotions, recent work has suggested that human beings have four basic 

emotions: fear, anger, joy, and sadness (Gu et al., 2015; Jack et al., 2014). Basic emotions 

are presumed to have a neural basis and are related to satisfying one’s instinctual needs 
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(Schoeller et al., 2018). Two basic emotions, joy and sadness, reflect the hedonic value of 

the stimulus, whereas the other two, fear and anger, reflect the safety value (Gu et al., 

2019). 

In empirical studies, hedonic emotions have been associated with the pursuit of 

short-term goals (i.e., temptations; Eyal & Fishbach, 2010; Williams & DeSteno, 2008), 

although the strength of associations between basic emotions and goals and temptations 

has generally been weaker compared to self-conscious emotions. Nevertheless, it is 

reasonable to expect that people will, in addition to self-conscious emotions, also anticipate 

some basic emotions, particularly basic hedonic emotions, as they contemplate their future 

actions. For example, Kotabe et al. (2019) found that participants anticipated pleasure from 

fulfilling their desires and anticipated frustration when imagining unfulfilled desires. Both 

emotions were associated with weaker self-control. In further unpacking of the relationship 

between basic and self-conscious emotions during self-control dilemmas, Hofmann et al. 

(2013) found that the presence of self-conscious emotions reduced positive basic emotions 

(conceptualized as momentary happiness). In this study, we assessed the extent to which 

participants anticipated experiencing four basic emotions (i.e., joy, sadness, anger, fear) as 

a result of their future actions. Responses were on an 8-point scale ranging from 0 (no 

emotion) to 7 (very intense emotion). 

Gender. Several studies have suggested that, compared to men, women experience 

more guilt, shame, and embarrassment, and less pride (Plant et al., 2000). However, a 

recent meta-analysis investigating gender differences in self-conscious emotional 

expression (Else-Quest et al., 2012) found very small gender differences in the experience 
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of shame and guilt, and no differences in the experience of embarrassment and pride, with 

one caveat: when emotions were related to eating, body image, or sex, the effect of gender 

was significant and larger, favoring stronger expression of negative self-conscious 

emotions (i.e., shame, guilt) among women. Given that one of the domains we are 

investigating is related to eating and physical fitness, (i.e., health domain), we included 

gender as a control variable. 

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary Analyses 
Before performing analyses, composite scores were created for each domain of the 

DSSC scale, including the three sub-facets of the health domain: food, exercise, and well-

being. CFA results for the DSSC measure were consistent with the findings obtained in 

Study 1 ("2 = 1007.37, p = .000, CFI = .82, TLI = .81, RMSEA = .10, and SRMR = .09). 

Factor loadings were significant and ranged from .43 to .90 across items. Additionally, for 

each scenario, composites were created for self-conscious emotions and basic emotions 

related to selecting a goal and related to selecting a temptation in the scenarios. We note 

here that participants could choose as many emotions as applied to them, and as a result, 

many selected a mix of emotions in both conditions. This is consistent with some of the 

findings that people often experience mixed emotions related to self-control conflicts 

(Becker et al., 2019). The composite score thus represents the extent to which self-

conscious (as opposed to basic) emotions were activated when participants anticipated 

pursuing a goal versus giving in to the temptation. Because our hypothesis involved 

examining if self-concept activates self-conscious emotions in general, we were not 
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interested in which discrete emotions occurred but rather in the overall activation level. 

Finally, composite scores for conflict strength were created for the same domain and 

different domain conditions. 

We initially included gender and basic emotions as control variables in the 

emotion-related analyses. However, there were no significant differences between genders 

in reporting self-conscious emotions. In addition, for hypotheses related to the relationship 

between self-concept, conflict, and self-conscious emotions, basic emotions were not 

significantly correlated with conflict or with DSSC, except for one significant correlation 

with the facet of DSSC_Health related to exercise (r = .19, p < .05). Therefore, we 

excluded gender and basic emotions from further analysis. 

One area of potential concern is the number of analyses we performed on the same 

dataset. Performing multiple statistical tests simultaneously can increase the risk of Type I 

error (i.e., detecting effect when there is none). Bonferroni correction is a commonly used 

statistical procedure to address this issue. However, scholars have recently argued against 

the use of the Bonferroni procedure because it further reduces the power and significantly 

increases the probability of Type II error (i.e., not detecting the effect when there is one; 

Nakagawa, 2004). Based on these recommendations, we did not use Bonferroni correction. 

Instead, when reporting results in the tables, we use .01 as the criterion for p-values but 

also note when the level of significance is > .01 but < .05, thus relying on more 

conservative criteria when interpreting results. Descriptives, correlations, and reliabilities 

for the measures across all scenarios are reported in Tables 17–26.  
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Hypotheses Testing 
Hypothesis 2 indicated that when the goal and temptation in the hypothetical 

scenario were in the same domain, the domain-specific self-concept would be positively 

associated with goal importance. Results supported this hypothesis, as there was a positive 

relationship across all four domains. This was also the case when the goal and temptation 

were from different domains, with a few caveats. Some health goals were correlated with a 

specific facet of health self-concept but not with others. For example, in one of the 

scenarios, the health goal was to get a decent night’s sleep; that goal was correlated with 

the DSSC-wellbeing (r = .22, p <.01) and DSSC-overall health (r = .17, p <.05), but not 

with DSSC-food (r = .08, n.s.) or DSSC-exercise (r = .15, n.s.). We believe these results 

provide further evidence for the discriminant validity of the DSSC measure. The only non-

significant correlation between a goal and DSSC in the corresponding domain was in the 

social goal-health temptation scenario (r = .15, n.s.). This may be due to how the scenario 

was presented, given that the social domain is quite broad and can include many social 

roles that could not be all adequately captured in one scenario. The overall pattern of 

results, however, provides robust support for Hypothesis 2 across different scenarios. 

We also hypothesized that the self-concept in the goal domain would be negatively 

correlated with the temptation strength in the same domain (Hypothesis 4). The results 

support this hypothesis in three domains: health, achievement, and financial (for two health 

scenarios, r = -.18, p < .05 and r = -.20, p < .05, respectively; for achievement, r = -.20, p < 

.05; for financial, r = -.36, p < .01). However, DSSC Social was not significantly correlated 

with temptation in the social domain (r = -.14, n.s.).  Although not hypothesized, we also 

explored the relationship between self-concept in the goal domain and the temptation in 
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another domain and found that relationship to be either negative and significant or not 

significant, depending on the scenario. 

Hypotheses 5 and 6 involved the indirect effect of domain-specific self-concept on 

conflict strength through goal importance and temptation strength. Hypothesis 5 involved 

these relationships when the goal and temptation are in the same domain. Path analysis was 

conducted in R v.4.2, using the statistical package ‘lavaan’ v.6.14 (Rosseel, 2012). For five 

scenarios in the same domain, separate path analyses were conducted to assess 

relationships within the domain (see Figure 7-11). Across all five scenarios, the path from 

the domain-specific self-concept to goal importance was significant (Hypothesis 5a was 

supported). However, domain-specific self-concept was significantly negatively associated 

with temptation strength only for the health scenario involving exercise and for the 

financial domain scenario, providing only partial support for Hypothesis 5b. Goal 

importance was negatively associated with temptation strength for all domains except 

financial, partially supporting Hypothesis 5c. Temptation strength was positively 

associated with conflict strength, across all domains, supporting Hypothesis 5d. Finally, we 

found that goal importance and temptation strength fully or partially (depending on the 

scenario) mediated the relationship between domain-specific self-concept and conflict 

strength in all domains except financial. In the financial domain, we found a significant 

indirect effect through temptation strength but not through goal importance. Thus, 

Hypothesis 5e was partially supported (see Tables 27 and 28 for all path coefficients). 

Overall, we found support for the notion that goal importance and temptation strength 
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mediate the relationship between domain-specific self-concept and conflict strength in self-

control dilemmas. 

 

Figure 7. Path coefficients for Scenario 1 (Health domain involving food) 

Note. DSSC_Health: Self-concept in the health domain. HHF_G: Goal importance in the health 
domain (food-related). HHF_T: Temptation strength in the health domain (food-related). HHF_C: 
Conflict strength in the health domain (food-related). 

 

Figure 8. Path coefficients for Scenario 2 (Health domain involving exercise) 

Note. DSSC_Health: Self-concept in the health domain. HHEx_G: Goal importance in the health 
domain (exercise-related). HHEx_T: Temptation strength in the health domain (exercise-related). 
HHEx_C: Conflict strength in the health domain (exercise-related). 
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Figure 9. Path coefficients for Scenario 3 (Achievement domain) 

Note. DSSC_Ach: Self-concept in the achievement domain. AA_G: Goal importance in the 
achievement domain. AA_T: Temptation strength in the achievement domain. AA_C: Conflict 
strength in the achievement domain. 
 

 

Figure 10. Path coefficients for Scenario 4 (Social domain) 

Note. DSSC_Soc: Self-concept in the social domain. SS_G: Goal importance in the social domain. 
SS_T: Temptation strength in the social domain. SS_C: Conflict strength in the social domain. 
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Figure 11. Path coefficients for Scenario 5 (Financial domain) 

Note. DSSC_Fin: Self-concept in the financial domain. FF_G: Goal importance in the financial 
domain. FF_T: Temptation strength in the financial domain. FF_C: Conflict strength in the financial 
domain. 
 

For Hypothesis 6, we performed a conditional process analysis to test the indirect 

effect of domain-specific self-concept on conflict strength through goal importance and 

temptation strength, as well as the conditional nature of the indirect effect when the goal 

and temptation are in a different domain. Once again, we performed the path analysis using 

the statistical package lavaan v.6.14 (Rosseel, 2012) in R v.4.2. We first constructed the 

same model as in Hypothesis 5 with the addition of self-concept related to the temptation 

to examine the non-interaction effects. We then created an interaction term between goal 

importance and temptation strength to assess if temptation strength moderates the 

relationship between goal importance and conflict in a second model. Results indicated 

reasonable fit for the first model (CFI = from .97 to 1.00, RMSEA = from .000 to .12, 

SRMR = from .000 to .04). Findings for this model provided mixed support for Hypothesis 

6, depending on the scenario (see Table 29 for results for each scenario). Specifically, the 

relationship between domain-specific self-concept and the goal in the same domain was 
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significant in all but two scenarios, partially supporting Hypothesis 6a. The relationship 

between domain-specific self-concept and temptation strength in the same domain, as well 

as the relationship between temptation strength and conflict, were significant in the 

expected direction in four out of eight scenarios, partially supporting Hypothesis 6b and 

6d. We found weaker partial support for Hypothesis 6c: the relationship between goal 

importance and conflict strength was significant in only two of eight scenarios. Goal 

importance and temptation strength had a significant negative relationship in all scenarios, 

fully supporting Hypothesis 6e.  

Finally, results indicated poor fit for the second model (where the interaction term 

was added to the model; see Table 30 for model fit results). Thus, findings from this model 

should be interpreted cautiously. Results for this model indicated that the interaction effect 

was significant in three scenarios; two when the goal was in a health domain and one when 

the temptation was in a health domain. The interaction plots revealed that the moderating 

effect was mostly consistent with our expectations. Specifically, we proposed that conflict 

strength will increase with goal importance when temptation is strong and decrease when 

temptation is weak. In all three scenarios, we found that conflict strength increased with 

goal importance when the temptation was strong, which was consistent with our 

expectations. Also consistent with our expectations, conflict strength decreased with 

increasing goal importance when temptation was weak, in two scenarios. However, in one 

scenario (i.e., when health goal was paired with social temptation), conflict strength 

increased with goal importance even when temptation was weak, which diverged from our 

expectations (see Figures 12 - 14). Thus, Hypothesis 6f was partially supported.  
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Figure 12. Interaction Effect in Health-Achievement Scenario 

 

Figure 13. Interaction Effect in Health - Social Scenario 
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Figure 14. Interaction Effect in Achievement - Health Scenario 

The overall pattern of the results leads us to make two observations. First, we 

noted that the results for the interaction effect in the scenarios involving both social and 

financial domains were consistently nonsignificant. In fact, the results from the four 

scenarios combining social and financial domains generally produced less support for 

several other paths in the model, compared to other scenarios. There may be subtle 

differences in how self-control dilemmas are processed when they involve financial and 

social goals and temptations. It is also possible that this is the result of how we wrote the 

scenarios and whether we captured the associated domains adequately. Relatedly, our 

second observation is that when self-control dilemmas involve a social domain, be it a 

social goal or a social temptation, mixed results emerge across all scenarios. Given the 

variety of social roles in one’s life, there may be nuances in how people respond to 

questions depending on the role depicted in the scenario. For example, asking about a goal 

or temptation related to parenting may evoke different responses from those who are 

parents versus those who are not. As a result, exploring self-control dilemmas in a social 
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domain may require further differentiation of self-concept based on the social role one 

occupies. 

Hypothesis 7 indicated that, when a goal and temptation are associated with 

different self-concept domains (as opposed to the same self-concept domain), conflict 

strength will on average be higher, and stronger conflict would be more frequent. To 

examine this, we investigated the extent to which conflict strength and frequency of strong 

conflict differed between the same domain and different domain self-control dilemmas. 

Contrary to Hypothesis 7, we found that conflict strength was on average higher when the 

self-control dilemma was in the same (M = 2.80, SD = 0.69) versus different domains (M = 

2.29, SD = 0.65). Based on the results of the paired samples t-test, this difference was 

significant (t (148) = 8.93, p < .001). Similarly, the distribution of scores in the histogram 

[i.e., > 3.0 on the scale from 1 (no conflict) to 5 (extreme conflict)] also suggested that 

stronger scores were more frequent in the same domain scenarios (36%) than in the 

different domain scenarios (19%). Taken together, although we found a significant 

difference in the strength of the conflict between the two scenario types, it was not in the 

expected direction. Thus, Hypothesis 7 was not supported. 

We further investigated the relationship between the DSSC measure, conflict 

strength, and self-conscious emotions. In Hypothesis 9a, we proposed that conflict strength 

will be associated with self-conscious emotions; however, we also proposed in Hypothesis 

9b that domain-specific self-concept will be associated with self-conscious emotions over 

and above conflict strength. We conducted linear regressions to test the hypothesis. For 

each scenario, we tested self-conscious emotions for the goal, temptation, and combined, 
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as dependent variables (DVs), and conflict strength (entered first in the model) and 

domain-specific self-concept (entered second in the model) as independent variables (IVs). 

We found partial support for Hypothesis 9a. In one scenario involving exercise, and three 

scenarios involving either social goal or temptation, conflict strength predicted self-

conscious emotions related to temptation. In all other scenarios, conflict strength was not 

associated with self-conscious emotions. Hypothesis 9b was also partially supported, 

although a clear pattern emerged. In eight scenarios, two describing self-control dilemmas 

in the same domain (achievement and social domain) and six scenarios with dilemmas in 

different domains, domain-specific self-concept predicted self-conscious emotions related 

to the goal (see Table 31 for significant regression coefficients). This pattern of results 

suggests that the self-concept may indeed activate self-conscious emotions in the presence 

of the dilemma, in particular regarding the goal that is being challenged. 

Exploratory Analysis 
Although not hypothesized in Study 2, we explored which emotions participants 

anticipated feeling if, in the future, they stuck with the goal as opposed to giving in to the 

temptation. Results indicated that when a goal and a temptation were in the same self-

concept domain, participants, on average, anticipated more pride when selecting a goal (M 

= 4.54, SD = 1.60) than guilt (M = 0.64, SD = 1.22) or regret (M = 1.29, SD = 1.38). When 

selecting a temptation, participants anticipated more guilt (M = 3.69, SD = 1.52) than pride 

(M = 1.12, SD = 1.40) or regret (M = 3.25, SD = 1.43). Given the small difference in mean 

scores between guilt and regret, we conducted a paired sample t-test which confirmed that 

the difference was statistically significant (t (146) = 7.05, p < .001). 
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When a goal and temptation were in different self-concept domains, results showed 

that when selecting a goal, participants still anticipated pride (M = 4.31, SD = 1.71) more 

than regret (M = 1.46, SD = 1.15) or guilt (M = 1.42, SD = 1.23). Selecting temptation was 

associated with guilt (M = 3.58, SD = 1.18) more than pride (M = 2.17, SD = 1.54) and 

regret (M = 3.31, SD = 1.12). Once again, given the small difference in mean scores 

between guilt and regret, we conducted a paired sample t-test which confirmed that the 

difference was statistically significant (t (147) = - 4.22, p < .001).  

Additionally, we compared the strength of each self-conscious emotion in the same 

and different domains. In general, participants anticipated stronger pride in pursuing the 

goal when the dilemma was in the same domain compared to different domains (t (147) = 

2.93, p = .004). However, in different domains, guilt was more commonly present when a 

goal was selected, compared to the same domain dilemma (t (134) = 8.30, p < .001). There 

were no significant differences in anticipation of regret between same and different domain 

scenarios (t (139) = -1.78, p = .08). When temptation was selected, participants were more 

likely to anticipate pride in a different domain than the same domain (t (138) = -9.54, p < 

.001) but there were no significant differences in anticipated guilt or regret between the 

two conditions. Taken together, the pattern of results suggests that, regardless of whether 

the dilemma is in the same or different domains, people generally anticipate feeling pride 

for pursuing goals and a mix of guilt and regret for giving in to the temptation. In addition, 

although it is premature to draw conclusions based on the current results, there are some 

indications that people anticipate more mixed self-conscious emotions for self-control 

dilemmas in different domains. 
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Summary 
The primary goal of Study 2 was to examine the relationship between self-concept 

and goal importance, temptation strength, conflict strength, and self-conscious emotions in 

self-control dilemmas. We combined self-report data with hypothetical scenario data to 

investigate these relationships in two different conditions: one when the goal and 

temptation are in the same domain, and the other when they are in different domains. 

Under both conditions and across domains, we generally found that the domain-specific 

self-concept was positively associated with goal importance, goal importance was 

negatively associated with temptation strength, and temptation strength was positively 

associated with conflict strength. In the same domain condition, goal importance and 

temptation strength mediated the relationship between domain-specific self-concept and 

conflict strength. However, results were mixed for indirect and conditional effects in the 

different domain conditions. The results for the relationships between domain-specific self-

concept, conflict, and self-conscious emotions were also mixed although there were several 

findings consistent with our expectations. 
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Chapter 7  
Study 3 

 

The main objective of Study 3 was to test additional hypotheses related to real-life 

self-control decisions and the emotional consequences of such decisions. To do so, we 

assessed the relationship between conflict, self-control dilemma decisions, and the 

associated emotions in two different conditions: one when the goal and temptation are 

associated with the same self-concept domain, and the other when they are associated with 

different self-concept domains. 

Participants 
Participants were recruited through the crowdsourcing platform Prolific. In Study 

3, data were collected in three waves. Participants who participated in Wave 1 were invited 

to take part in Waves 2 and 3. Responses from 309 participants were collected in Wave 1. 

In Wave 2, the response rate was 86% (N = 267), and in Wave 3, the response rate was 

78%, (N = 243). 

Responses from participants in Wave 1 were evaluated based on the same criteria 

as in the previous studies: captcha score, one attention check, and time taken to complete 

the survey (i.e., the completion time of less than 2.5 min, which was half of the mean time 

of 5 min for the sample in Study 3). Additionally, because the Wave 1 survey included two 

open-ended questions, we evaluated the quality of participants’ responses in conjunction 

with other exclusion criteria. No participants were removed from the dataset based on the 

above criteria. However, after performing a preliminary analysis, three outliers were 
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detected with standardized scores above the recommended threshold of 3.29 (Tabachnik & 

Fidell, 2013). Once the outlier cases were removed, the final sample was 306 participants 

in Wave 1. 

In Waves 2 and 3, the surveys had only eight items and, on average, took just over 

a minute to complete; thus, we relied on the captcha score and quality of one open-ended 

response instead of attention checks and duration. In Wave 2, one case was removed 

because it was an outlier in Wave 1, and one case was removed because the qualitative 

response was not understandable and could not be coded. The final sample for Wave 2 was 

265 participants. In Wave 3, one preview case was detected and removed and one outlier 

case from Wave 1 was removed, resulting in the final sample of 241 participants. 

Participants from Wave 1 (N = 306) were on average 35 years old (SD = 10.52), 

with 51% identifying as female, 45% as male, 3% as other, and 1% preferred not to say. 

The sample was 72% White, 10% Black/African American, 9% Asian, 8% Hispanic, and 

1% all other ethnicities/races combined. Participants reported different levels of formal 

education, ranging from those without high school diplomas (2%), those with high school 

diplomas (10%), and some college (19%), to those with doctorate degrees (2%). 

Participants with associate degrees (12%), bachelor’s degrees (40%), and master’s degrees 

(14%) comprised the majority. In terms of work status, 65% were employed full-time, 18% 

worked part-time, 10% did not work, and 2% were students, stay-at-home parents, or 

volunteers. Some participants (16%) reported multiple categories, such as working part-

time and being a student. Overall, the sample was fairly diverse in age, gender, 

race/ethnicity, and education. 



 
 

150 
 

Procedure 
Across three waves, we used an experience sampling approach to collect data on 

the participants’ self-control dilemma experiences, including their goals, temptations they 

faced, conflicts they experienced, decisions they made, and emotions that followed their 

choices. Multiple waves were intended to access more immediate experiences and capture 

momentary self-conscious emotions. Wave 1 included one of the measures assessed in 

Study 2 (i.e., DSSC) and one control measure (i.e., BSCS), as well as demographic items. 

Wave 1. At initial data collection (T0), participants first completed the DSSC, the 

domain-specific self-concept measure developed for this research. Next, participants were 

asked to identify and write a goal they are currently pursuing and then select which domain 

category this goal best fits in. The five categories to choose from were goals related to the 

health/well-being domain, achievement domain, social domain, financial domain, and 

‘other’ category. Participants rated the importance of the goal. Next, participants were 

asked to think of and write about a temptation they recently experienced that interfered 

with making progress or achieving their goal. Participants rated temptation strength, how 

conflicted they were, the extent to which they resisted the temptation, and the intensity of 

emotions they experienced after the dilemma. Finally, participants were asked how 

committed they were to working on this goal in the future. One control measure, BSCS, 

and five demographic questions were administered at the end of the survey. The survey 

took on average five min to complete. 

Waves 2 and 3. Participants who completed Wave 1 were eligible to participate in 

Waves 2 (T1) and 3 (T2). Surveys for both waves were identical.  Each survey became 
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available 24 hours after the previous wave was published and remained open for 72 hours. 

The goal participants reported in Wave 1 automatically populated in Waves 2 and 3.  

Participants were first asked to confirm that is their goal. If participants selected “no”, they 

were asked to report another goal they were trying to accomplish. Next, participants rated 

how important the goal is currently to them and if they experienced any temptations that 

interfered with their goal since the last survey. Participants who reported experiencing 

temptations were asked to write the temptation they experienced and rate the temptation 

strength, the intensity of conflict they experienced, the outcome, and the emotions they 

experienced post-choice. If participants reported no temptations, they were asked to report 

how much progress they made on their current goal, satisfaction with the rate of progress, 

and any emotions they felt related to their progress. The purpose of these additional goal-

related items was to ensure that participants had to answer a similar number of items 

whether they responded yes or no to temptations, and that way discourage answering “no 

temptations” only to end the survey early. These ‘filler’ items were not used in the 

subsequent analysis. Finally, participants were asked how committed they were to working 

on this goal in the future. Surveys in Waves 2 and 3 were completed in a little over a 

minute, on average. 

Measures 
Domain-specific self-concept measure (DSSC). We administered the same 31-

item questionnaire as in Studies 1 and 2, with all items rated on a 5-point scale, ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  
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Goal importance. Goal importance was assessed with one item, “How important 

is this goal/outcome to you now”, on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 

(extremely). 

Goal commitment. Goal commitment was assessed with one item, “How 

committed are you to working on this goal in the future?”, with ratings on a 5-point scale 

from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely committed).  

Temptation strength. Temptation strength was assessed with a single item: “How 

strong was this temptation?” The ratings were on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) 

to 5 (extremely). 

Conflict strength. Conflict strength was assessed with the following item: “How 

conflicted were you about what to do?” The ratings were on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 

(not at all) to 5 (extremely conflicted).  

Self-control dilemma decision. Participants who indicated they experienced a 

self-control dilemma were asked to what extent they resisted the temptation. The ratings 

were on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely resisted). 

Post-decision emotions. Participants were asked to rate the intensity of emotions 

they experienced after they resolved the self-control dilemma. The three self-conscious 

emotions (i.e., pride, guilt, regret) were on a 6-point scale, ranging from 0 (no emotion) to 

5 (very intense emotion).  

Trait self-control. We included a measure of trait self-control as a control variable 

since trait self-control has been consistently linked to self-control successes and failures, 

and by extension, is expected to play a role in one’s capacity to resist temptations (Cobb-
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Clark et al., 2022; Gillebaart & Kroese, 2020; Tangney et al., 2004). Thus, to investigate 

the unique influence of self-concept on self-control dilemma decisions, it is important to 

account for the role trait self-control plays. The Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS; Tangney 

et al., 2004) is a commonly used 13-item self-report questionnaire. A sample item is “I am 

good at resisting temptation.” Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all 

like me) to 5 (very much like me).  

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary Analyses 
Before performing hypothesis testing, composite scores were created for each 

domain of the DSSC scale, including the three sub-facets of the health domain: food, 

exercise, and well-being. CFA results for the DSSC measure were consistent with the 

results obtained in Studies 1 and 2 (X2 = 1394.27, p = .000, CFI = .86, TLI = .85, RMSEA 

= .09, and SRMR = .07). All factor loadings were significant and ranged from .51 to .93. 

Because we were also interested in the relationship between domain-specific self-concept, 

conflict, and self-control dilemma decisions (i.e., if participants exercised self-control or 

gave in to the temptation), we included trait self-control as a control variable in Study 3. 

As mentioned earlier, trait self-control may be implicated in the ability to exercise self-

control and thus it was important to control its effects when assessing the role of self-

concept. We found that trait self-control was not a significant predictor of self-control 

when domain-specific self-concept (i.e., self-concept in the health domain in this case) was 

entered into the model (for BSCS, β = .11, t = 1.25, p = .21). However, DSSC_Health was 
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a significant predictor of self-control (β = .20, t = 2.26, p = .03); thus, we excluded BSCS 

from further analysis.  

Finally, in the preliminary analysis, we also confirmed the relationships between 

DSSC, goals, temptations, and conflict in self-control dilemmas. Specifically, we examined 

these relationships in the health domain since health-related self-control dilemmas were the 

ones used in subsequent analyses. It was important to confirm that domain-specific self-

concept had significant relationships with these variables because, in Study 3, the influence 

of self-concept on outcomes of self-control dilemmas was assessed implicitly through the 

type of dilemma (i.e., whether a dilemma involved a goal and temptation in the same or 

different self-concept domains). DSSC_Health had a significant positive association with 

health goal 5 (r = .17, p = .03), and a significant negative association with temptation and 

conflict strength (r = -.25, p = .002, and r = -.16, p = .04, respectively). Given that these 

findings were consistent with our expectations, we proceeded with further analysis.  

Coding of Participant-Generated Answers 
Participant-generated goals and temptations were coded into one of the four 

domains. Goal domains selected by participants were checked by the researcher to ensure 

they were assigned appropriately. Goals in the “other” category were coded by the 

researcher and assigned to one of the four domains. Temptations reported by participants 

were also coded by the researcher and assigned to one of the existing domain categories. 

                                                   
5 In Study 3, the importance of a health goal was assessed with an average of two items: goal 

importance and goal commitment.  
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Finally, when goals and temptations were associated with the same self-concept domain, 

the self-control dilemma type was coded as “0”, and when goals and temptations were 

associated with different self-concept domains, the self-control dilemma type was coded as 

“1”. An example of a self-control dilemma in the same domain is: “Goal: Implement 

therapeutic intermittent fasting combined with a healthier diet; Temptation: Having the 

urge to snack before bedtime.” An example of a self-control dilemma involving different 

domains is: “Goal: Gain weight/muscle mass; Temptation: Go out with friends instead of 

working out.” 

Qualitative Analysis Results 
 Across the three data collection waves, we assessed the distribution of goals and 

temptations across domains and the extent to which self-control dilemmas involve one or 

more self-concept domains. In Wave 1, 82% of self-control dilemmas involved one self-

concept domain, 16% multiple self-concept domains, and 2% could not be determined. 

Goals in the health domains (63%) were the most frequent ones, followed by achievement 

goals (19%), financial goals (18%), and social goals (3%). When temptations and goals 

were associated with different self-concept domains, 65% of temptations were in the social 

domain, 14% were in the financial domain, 12% in the health domain, and 8% in the 

achievement domain. The same trends were observed in Waves 2 and 3. In Wave 2, 84% 

of dilemmas were in the same domain, as were 81% in Wave 3. Consistent with Wave 1 

findings, when multiple self-concept domains were involved, the majority of temptations 

were social (65% in Wave 2 and 70% in Wave 3). Finally, 53% of respondents in Wave 2 

and 44% in Wave 3 reported experiencing self-control dilemmas since the last survey.  
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 These findings are largely consistent with qualitative analysis results from the Pilot 

Study. In both studies, we found that self-control dilemmas associated with the same self-

concept domain are more frequent than those associated with multiple domains. Another 

consistent finding was that social temptations are frequently experienced in everyday life. 

One area where the findings diverge between the two studies is the frequency of self-

control dilemmas in the health domain. In the Pilot Study, it was financial and social 

domain dilemmas that were the most frequent. However, in this sample, health-related 

dilemmas were two to three times more frequent than dilemmas in other domains.  

Hypotheses Testing 
Hypotheses 8, 10, and 11 involved testing new relationships not examined in 

Studies 1 and 2. Specifically, Hypothesis 8 involved the relationship between conflict 

strength and self-control, and Hypotheses 10 and 11 involved the relationships between 

self-control and self-conscious emotions. A multilevel modeling approach was used in 

order to address the dependency arising from the clustering of data in experience sampling. 

Analysis was performed in Mplus 6.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010). At level 1, 

observed variables included conflict strength, self-control, and three self-conscious 

emotions (i.e., pride, guilt, and regret). All level 1 variables were continuous. From the 

self-control dilemmas in the same domain, we selected the health domain because it had 

the highest number of observations (N = 155). For comparison purposes, the achievement 

domain had 41 observations, the social domain had 7 observations, and the financial 

domain had 48 observations. Descriptives, correlations, and ICCs for the measures used to 

test the hypotheses are reported in Tables 32 and 33.  
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In Hypothesis 8, we proposed that conflict strength will be positively associated 

with self-control when a goal and a temptation are associated with the same self-concept 

domain (Hypothesis 8a) and that conflict strength will be negatively associated with self-

control when a goal and a temptation are associated with different self-concept domains 

(Hypothesis 8b). The results indicated that in the same domain condition (i.e., when a goal 

and temptation are associated with the same self-concept domains), conflict strength was a 

significant predictor of self-control; however, the direction of the relationship was opposite 

of what we expected (Estimate = -0.40, p = 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 8a was not supported. 

In the different domains condition (i.e., when a goal and temptation are associated with 

different self-concept domains), conflict strength did not predict self-control (Estimate = -

0.03, p = 0.93). Thus, Hypothesis 8b was not supported. We note here that the significant 

relationship between conflict strength and self-control in Hypothesis 8a was negative, 

which is consistent with some prior research (Hofman et al., 2012a). However, there are 

other studies that found a positive relationship between conflict and self-control (Stillman 

et al., 2017). Overall, these inconsistencies in findings, including the present research, 

suggest that more work is needed to understand the relationship between conflict and self-

control. 

Hypothesis 10 involved the relationship between the outcome of the self-control 

dilemma (i.e., the extent to which participants demonstrated self-control by resisting the 

temptation) and the self-conscious emotions related to that outcome. Specifically, when a 

goal and temptation were associated with the same self-concept domain, we expected self-

control to be positively associated with pride (Hypothesis 10a) and negatively associated 
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with guilt (Hypothesis 10b).  The results were consistent with our expectations. Self-

control was positively associated with pride (Estimate = 0.78, p = .000) and negatively 

associated with guilt (Estimate = -0.81, p = .000). Thus, Hypothesis 10 was supported. 

Hypothesis 11 involved the relationship between self-control and self-conscious 

emotions when a goal and temptation were associated with different self-concept domains. 

We expected self-control to be positively associated with regret (Hypothesis 11a) and 

negatively associated with guilt (Hypothesis 11b). Results partially supported Hypothesis 

11, as regret was not significantly associated with self-control (Estimate = 0.02, p = .95) 

but guilt had a significant relationship with self-control (Estimate = -0.52, p = .01). 

Although it was not hypothesized, we observed that pride was significantly associated with 

self-control in this condition (Estimate = 0.47, p = 0.03). However, we urge caution when 

interpreting results for Hypothesis 11 because of the small number of observations. When a 

self-control dilemma involved different self-concepts, the total number of observations was 

88 for regret and 86 for guilt, all of which came from 72 respondents. In comparison, there 

were between 418 and 427 observations from 264 respondents when a self-control 

dilemma involved the same self-concept domain. 

These numbers also suggest that individual participants experienced more 

occurrences of self-control dilemmas in the same domain than in different domains. We 

suggest that this may be due to the nature of the self-control dilemmas we analyzed. 

Specifically, in the same domain condition, we analyzed only self-control dilemmas in the 

health domain and our qualitative data analysis revealed that most of those were related to 

food. Anecdotal evidence suggests that food-related temptations are a daily occurrence, as 
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we are surrounded by various unhealthy, yet tasty choices. Thus, it is reasonable to 

conclude that self-control dilemmas related to food would be common for those who are 

pursuing goals in this domain. On the other hand, our qualitative data also revealed that 

when multiple self-concept domains were involved, the majority of temptations were in the 

social domain. These types of temptations typically involve social gatherings or specific 

events involving other people, which are less likely to occur daily. As a result, we would 

expect to see fewer dilemmas involving social temptations during a short data collection 

period.  

Summary 
The primary goal of Study 3 was to assess the relationship between self-control 

dilemma conflict, self-control dilemma decisions, and the associated emotions in two 

different conditions: one when the goal and temptation are associated with the same self-

concept domain, and the other when they are associated with different self-concept 

domains. To access more immediate experiences and capture momentary self-conscious 

emotions, we collected data on multiple occasions, using an experience sampling approach. 

The strength of conflict significantly and negatively predicted self-control only when a 

goal and temptation were in the same self-concept domain. In terms of self-conscious 

emotions associated with self-control in both conditions, we found that people experienced 

pride when they resisted temptations and guilt when they did not. Although the expected 

relationship between self-control and regret was not significant in the different domain 

condition, we urge caution in interpreting these results because of the small number of 

observations when a self-control dilemma involved multiple self-concepts. 
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Chapter 8  
General Discussion 

 

Despite self-control dilemmas being inextricably linked to the notion of “self”, the 

role “self” plays in the unfolding of such dilemmas has largely remained unexplored in 

research on self-control. The purpose of our current research was to address that gap by 

considering how the “self” might influence self-control processes. Across four studies, we 

explored the role self-concept plays in the unfolding of self-control dilemmas, focusing on 

how self-concept shapes the experience of conflict and triggers the self-conscious emotions 

associated with that conflict. Drawing from two disparate streams of research, one on 

“self” and the other on self-control, we proposed that self-concept, as an organizing and 

interpretive cognitive structure, is involved in the processing of goal- and temptation-

relevant information and subsequent interpretation of a situation as conflicting to the 

person. Given that affect typically accompanies self-relevant information (Mischel & 

Shoda,1995), we also suggested that self-concept is implicated in the affective experience 

of the conflict by activating self-conscious emotions as the self-control dilemma unfolds. 

Starting with this premise, we further proposed that the effect of self-concept on self-

control dilemmas is not a direct one but rather operates through the influence on the three 

key features of a self-control dilemma: goals, temptations, and conflict.  

To explore the role of self-concept, we focused our investigation on the 

relationships between domain-specific self-concepts, goals, temptations, conflict, and self-

conscious emotions, both in hypothetical and real-life self-control dilemmas. We leveraged 

both qualitative and quantitative data to understand better the type of self-control dilemmas 
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people experience and if and how self-concept domains are implicated. In particular, we 

explored potential differences in the processing of self-control dilemmas when a goal and 

temptation are in the same self-concept domain as opposed to different self-concept 

domains. Discussion of our findings is organized around these key areas. 

Domain-specific self-concept measure 
 Before we could investigate the relationships between self-concepts and different 

features of a self-control dilemma, it was necessary to develop a domain-specific self-

concept measure. The existing literature on self-concept does not provide a single measure 

of the construct, although there are some global measures, such as Rosenberg’s Self-

Esteem scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965) that are sometimes used to assess self-concept. 

Regardless of the lively debate regarding equating self-esteem and self-concept, a global 

measure such as RSE would not work in our studies as we were interested in domain-

specific self-concepts.  

In developing our measure, we focused on four major life domains that commonly 

appear in self-control dilemmas: health, achievement, social, and financial. These four 

dimensions were supported by the results of EFA (Pilot Study) and CFA (Studies 1 to 3). 

Although model fit results from the CFAs were below the recommended thresholds, they 

were within the range found in other widely accepted multidimensional scales, such as 

IPIP-based measures (Cooper et al., 2010; Donnellan et al., 2006). Furthermore, we found 

significant, positive, and fairly high loadings of items on related factors, across four 

samples. The four scales of the DSSC measure (i.e., health, achievement, social, and 

financial domain scales) demonstrated good reliability across the four studies, with 
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coefficients consistently being between .86 and .95. We also found considerable 

convergent and discriminant validity evidence in the Pilot Study and Study 1, with most of 

the relationships between DSSC and other measures being as expected in terms of 

significance, direction, and magnitude. Finally, findings from Study 1 confirmed that the 

domain-specific self-concept is associated with goals and temptations in the corresponding 

domain, although the DSSC measure also captured some cross-domain relationships that 

we explored further in Study 2. 

Overall, we concluded that the DSSC measure performed well psychometrically 

and thus we were comfortable using it in further analysis, with a few caveats. First, it is 

important to note that DSSC_Health (i.e., domain-specific self-concept in the health 

domain) consisted of three sub-scales: food-related, exercise-related, and related to well-

being. Although all are aspects of health, we acknowledge that they could be somewhat 

independent of each other. For example, one could be very focused on fitness but not 

necessarily feel strongly about the food they eat. As a result, when the three scales are 

combined into a composite measure, high ratings on one sub-scale could be offset with low 

ratings on the other sub-scales, producing a neutral response that does not faithfully reflect 

reality. This could have further implications for using the measure to assess relationships 

with goals and temptations in the health domain. In our studies, we found somewhat 

contradictory evidence related to DSSC_Health. On one hand, all item loadings on the 

health factor were consistently high, and the reliability coefficients were between .92 and 

.93. Additionally, when assessing different models with CFA, splitting a health factor into 

two, three, or four factors based on sub-scales, did not result in a significantly better model 
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fit. On the other hand, when evaluating the relationships between DSSC_Health and goals 

in self-control dilemma scenarios, we found that some health goals were correlated with a 

specific facet of health self-concept but not with others. For example, when the health goal 

in one scenario was to get a decent night’s sleep, that goal was correlated with the 

DSSC_wellbeing but not with DSSC_food or DSSC_exercise. Thus, we cautiously 

conclude that the DSSC_Health can be used to assess health self-concept but consideration 

must be given to the specific context in which the scale is used.  

We note a few other considerations related to the two other DSSC scales. The 

achievement factor in DSSC was moderately correlated with the three other factors, 

suggesting that those who see themselves as achievers might manifest this perception 

across multiple domains. The implication of this finding for future research is that it might 

be difficult to tease out the influence of achievement self-concept from self-concepts in 

other domains. DSSC_Social included a wide range of social roles, which can also be 

problematic when people occupy some but not all roles. It is also possible that, as people 

go through different stages of life, some roles become more salient than others. For 

example, a college student might find being a friend particularly important just as moms 

and dads might find being a parent especially salient. Although we purposely made these 

self-concept domains fairly broad in this study to capture a wide range of goals and 

temptations, more narrow domains may offer better predictive power and be necessary in 

some cases.  
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The types and nature of self-control dilemmas 
 The qualitative data from two studies (Pilot Study and Study 3) provided strong 

evidence that the majority of self-control dilemmas people experience involve goals and 

temptations that are in the same self-concept domain. An example of a dilemma in the 

same domain is a person who has a goal of eating a healthy and balanced meal but is 

tempted by specific unhealthy foods (e.g., snacks, sugary desserts). In contrast, an example 

of a self-control dilemma that involves multiple self-concepts is someone whose goal is to 

go to the gym being tempted to skip it to go out with friends. Overall, 73% of self-control 

dilemmas in the Pilot Study and 82% in Study 3 involved the same self-concept domain. 

However, the specific domain associated with the majority of self-control dilemmas 

differed between the two studies. In the Pilot Study, most of the dilemmas were associated 

with the financial and social domains, whereas in Study 3, most dilemmas were in the 

health domain. Although the differences in the average age of the samples (Pilot Study: 

M(age) = 42; Study 3: M(age) = 35) might suggest changes in focus at different life stages, we 

do not have enough information to draw definitive conclusions. However, one of the 

patterns that consistently emerged across the samples was that, when multiple self-

concepts are involved, social temptations are most frequently experienced. 

Finally, the large difference in frequency between self-control dilemmas in the 

same versus different domains raises some interesting questions about how people construe 

self-control dilemmas in the first place. Although this was not the focus of the present 

research, we offer some thoughts based on the results of our studies. First, people may 

perceive dilemmas in the same domain as more typical, or even think of them as “true” 
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self-control dilemmas. By their very nature, these types of dilemmas are located within the 

person and often involve a struggle to do something we don’t want to do or to stop 

ourselves from doing something we shouldn’t be doing. In contrast, self-control dilemmas 

that involve multiple self-concept domains may be seen more as a dilemma between two 

valuable goals. People may perceive these dilemmas more as goal conflict, or a goal 

prioritization issue. In this case, it is possible that any interference with the long-term goal 

may not be interpreted as a temptation at all but rather as a perfectly justifiable action, in 

that moment.  

Self-concepts, goals, temptations, and self-conscious emotions 
 The main premise of our research is that domain-specific self-concepts are 

associated with goals and temptations in the same domain. We assessed these relationships 

in Study 1, using DSSC, domain-specific goals measure (DS Goals), and domain-specific 

temptation measure (DSIS-T). Across all four domains, we found robust evidence that 

domain-specific self-concepts are positively correlated with the extent to which people 

identify with goals in the same domain and find these goals important. In terms of the 

relationship between domain-specific self-concept and susceptibility to temptations in the 

same domain, we found evidence of significant negative relationships in all domains 

except the social domain. The lack of a significant relationship between self-concept in the 

social domain and social temptations is interesting as social temptations were frequently 

reported by the respondents. We can offer two possible explanations. One is the possibility 

that the DSSC_Social scale was too broad in trying to capture a mixture of roles. As we 

alluded to earlier, it is reasonable to assume that some of those roles did not apply to some 



 
 

166 
 

of our participants, affecting the overall scores on the composite measure. The other 

possibility is that social temptations are complex and influenced by many factors, among 

which self-concept plays a diminished role. In other words, people may be tempted to give 

in to social temptations because of their hedonic value, or perhaps, external pressures such 

as social norms and expectations. Finally, we found several significant relationships 

between self-concepts and temptations in other domains suggesting that cross-domain 

relationships should also be considered when investigating the role of self-concept in self-

control dilemmas. 

In addition to its relationship with goals and temptations, we also proposed that 

self-concept would be implicated in the generation of self-conscious emotions in self-

control dilemmas, although we expected that the intensity of self-conscious emotions 

would be related to the strength of conflict. Surprisingly, we did not find strong support for 

the relationship between the strength of conflict and the intensity of the emotions. In only a 

handful of scenarios, conflict strength predicted self-conscious emotions associated with 

giving in to temptation. However, we found more consistent support for the relationship 

between domain-specific self-concept and self-conscious emotions related to the goal. This 

pattern of results indirectly supports the notion that the self-concept activates self-

conscious emotions in the presence of a dilemma, in particular regarding the goal that is 

being challenged. 

Self-control dilemmas involving the same self-concept domain 
 Using hypothetical scenarios, we further investigated the relationships between 

self-concept, goal importance, temptation strength, and conflict strength in self-control 
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dilemmas involving the same domain. As expected, we found that those who held strong 

and positive views of themselves in a specific domain attributed greater importance to 

goals and experienced weaker temptations in that same domain. Further, goal importance 

and temptation strength had a significant negative relationship, and that had implications 

for conflict strength. By weakening temptation strength, important goals also seemed to 

reduce conflict strength. These results are consistent with some of the previous research 

which found that stronger goals lead to weaker temptations (Milyavskaya et al., 2015). 

Taking this a step further, we also found support for the indirect effect of domain-specific 

self-concept on conflict strength through goal importance and temptation strength. Overall, 

these results provide indirect support for our view that when goals are associated with a 

particular self-concept, temptations interfering with that goal might be experienced as a 

violation of the self-concept associated with the goal. Thus, self-concept, in an effort to 

buffer against violations of how we see ourselves, may also change how we experience 

tempting stimuli.  

 Leveraging the experience sampling approach in Study 3, we investigated how 

people resolved self-control dilemmas and what were the emotional consequences of their 

decisions. Building on the premise that people would be particularly sensitive to the 

violations of their positive self-concepts, we expected that when self-control dilemmas 

involve the same self-concept, a stronger conflict would lead to stronger resistance, 

resulting in greater self-control. However, we found that conflict strength and self-control 

had a significant and negative relationship, contrary to our expectations. Finally, those who 
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exerted self-control reported feeling pride, whereas those who gave into temptations 

reported feeling guilt.  

Self-control dilemmas involving different self-concept domains 
 When self-control dilemmas involved multiple self-concept domains, our results 

painted a murkier picture. Although in most cases, we still found self-concept to be related 

to goal importance in the same domain, the relationship between temptation and self-

concept in the temptation domain was less consistent. We also found weaker and/or 

inconsistent support for the relationship between temptation strength and conflict strength, 

and goal importance and conflict strength. However, the relationship between goal 

importance and temptation strength was significant and negative in all scenarios, which 

implies that goals and temptations might indeed go hand in hand, as suggested by some 

research (Fishbach et al., 2003; Fishbach & Shah, 2006). Furthermore, we found goal 

importance and temptation strength to interact in some of the scenarios, and that interaction 

was mostly consistent with our expectations.  

 In contrast with the same domain condition, conflict strength did not predict self-

control when multiple domains were involved. Regarding self-conscious emotions, we 

found that self-control led to feelings of pride, and giving in to temptation led to feelings of 

guilt. Contrary to our expectations, regret did not have a significant relationship with self-

control. However, these findings should be interpreted with caution, as the experience 

sampling approach in Study 3 yielded a small number of observations for dilemmas 

involving different self-concept domains. Finally, we compared the strength of conflict and 

its frequency between the same domain and different domain self-control dilemmas. On 
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average, we found that conflict was stronger and more frequent when self-control 

dilemmas involved the same domain, which was the opposite of what we proposed.  

 Taken together, we found stronger support for the relationships we proposed when 

the goal and temptation were associated with the same self-concept domain than when 

multiple self-concepts were involved. The evident role self-concept plays in self-control 

dilemmas in the same domain is largely consistent with our expectations: self-concept is 

implicated through its influence on goals, temptations, conflict, and self-conscious 

emotions, all of which are important aspects of self-control dilemmas. The role self-

concept plays in self-control dilemmas when multiple self-concepts are involved is more 

difficult to discern. This could be because there are other factors at play we have not 

considered in this research or because we need a more sophisticated measurement approach 

to detect the influence of self-concept in a noisy environment. In either case, this remains 

an area requiring further investigation.  
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Chapter 9  
Theorethical and Practical Implications 

 

Self-concept has been largely unexplored in the context of self-control dilemmas, 

despite the central role “self” has in shaping self-control efforts. In this research, we 

attempted to integrate theoretical and empirical evidence from two disparate research 

streams, one on “self” and the other on self-control. For the most part, the findings from 

the four studies presented here support our view that self-concept is involved in self-

control efforts. By bringing attention to the “self”, we illuminated the importance of the 

personal context in which self-control dilemmas arise and are resolved, thus opening the 

doors for future research in this arena. 

One of the important implications of our findings is that self-control dilemmas are 

very much context-dependent, the context, in this case, referring to personal configurations 

of various factors, including self-concept. We found consistent relationships within the 

same self-concept domain, but which domains were important varied from person to 

person. Even within the same domain, we detected nuances when it came to specific facets. 

For example, within the health domain, food, exercise, and general well-being self-

concepts were each linked to very specific, corresponding self-control dilemmas but not 

the others. For empirical investigations, this implies that special attention should be paid to 

the domain in which self-control dilemmas are studied. When more than one self-concept 

domain was involved, the relationships between self-concept and self-control processes 

were not identical to those that were detected within the same domain, suggesting that 

different mechanisms might be at play. Should this finding turn out to be supported with 
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future evidence, theoretical work would need to account for the possibility that the self-

control process may entail different mechanisms.   

Goals and temptations in our research consistently demonstrated a strong 

correlation, thus emphasizing the interdependent nature of this relationship in the context 

of self-control dilemmas. A major implication of this finding is that to fully understand 

self-control dilemmas, it may be necessary to study goals and temptations in tandem 

instead of examining them separately as is often the case in current research. This may 

necessitate a more creative approach to assessing goal-temptation pairs, including possibly 

developing measures that reflect the tipping point when the subjective value of a goal 

exceeds that of a temptation and vice versa. Something similar has been theoretically 

proposed (Berkman et al., 2017b) but to our knowledge has not been empirically tested.  

Finally, in terms of practical implications, the involvement of self-concept in self-

control dilemmas opens up several interesting possibilities. First, self-concepts are 

generally believed to be malleable, as how we see ourselves is shaped by our experiences 

and feedback from the environment. Thus, by shaping one’s self-concept, we could 

potentially facilitate self-control efforts. This has implications both for children and adults, 

across a variety of settings. For children and adolescents, whose self-concepts are not yet 

fully formed, the opportunities to induce and reinforce specific positive beliefs about 

themselves, at home or in school, may translate into greater self-control and pay dividends 

well into their adult lives. For adults, whose self-concepts are perhaps more fully formed, 

the opportunity lies in reinforcing existing positive self-beliefs and tying their goals to the 

domain-specific self-concepts. For example, when one’s goal of completing their 



 
 

172 
 

dissertation is tied to their strong self-concept in the achievement domain, they may be 

more likely to persevere in that goal despite numerous temptations pulling them in 

different directions. Even organizations can benefit from the dynamic nature of self-

concepts. Self-concepts can be primed, and organizations can leverage that to increase the 

salience of work-relevant self-concepts and bolster self-control behaviors aligned with 

organizational goals. Organizations that can tap into their employees' positive view of 

themselves, be that as hard workers, high achievers, or committed colleagues, can probably 

expect these workers to be more willing to exercise self-control to advance organizational 

objectives. 



 
 

173 
 

Chapter 10  
Limitations and Future Directions 

 

One of the limitations of the present study was that participants were recruited 

from Prolific, a crowdsourcing platform commonly used for conducting human participant 

research. Several recent studies provide support for the use of crowdsourcing samples in 

research (Casler et al., 2013; Peer et al., 2017; Peer et al., 2021) and to that we can add that 

we were impressed by the quality of responses in our studies. Nevertheless, we still must 

consider the fact that participants in our research were financially rewarded for completing 

as many studies as possible in the shortest amount of time. As a result, it is possible that 

when we asked participants about their self-control dilemmas, they offered the first thing 

that came to mind without giving it much thought. Similarly, in our daily surveys, 

participants may have reported the same temptation on all three occasions, as the quickest 

way to respond to the question. Thus, we wonder if the examples of self-control dilemmas 

in our experience-sampling study are a product of convenience more than a faithful 

representation of people’s experiences. Given the complexity of self-control dilemmas, 

future studies may want to rely on a qualitative approach, which provides more 

opportunities to elicit detailed answers and probe into cognitive and affective processes 

that unfold in the background.  

Another limitation of our studies is that the domains in our self-concept measures 

were fairly broad, potentially affecting the predictive power of the measure. Although we 

purposefully chose broad domains to capture a wide range of goals and temptations, our 

preliminary results, as we mentioned earlier, suggest that further differentiations may be 
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necessary for some domains, such as the health and social domains. From a research design 

perspective, simultaneously examining the focal relationships across all four domains was 

challenging both methodologically and analytically. In the future, focusing attention on one 

or two domains at a time would allow for an in-depth investigation involving more 

advanced statistical techniques to analyze the data. 

One issue that we have not yet addressed is the working self-concept. The current 

study treated self-concept more as a trait-like quality, but the literature suggests that the 

salience and accessibility of self-concepts varies and that the momentary, on-line, activated 

self-concept (i.e., working self-concept; Markus & Wurf, 1987) is the one guiding and 

influencing our actions. A working self-concept is not only dynamic but also malleable and 

thus it could be a powerful driver of self-control efforts. Relatedly, working self-concept 

could be examined at the within-person level. In the present research, we examined all the 

self-concept relationships at the between-person level. While this was necessary to 

establish the involvement of self-concept in self-control dilemmas in the first place, both of 

these constructs reflect inherently within-person processes and thus it would be a logical 

next step to explore the relationship from that perspective.  

Finally, teasing out the unique influence of self-concept from a host of other 

factors that influence self-control is a challenge and the extent to which we were able to 

accomplish that empirically is a fair question. Although not all of the findings were 

consistent with our expectations, several patterns of significant relationships were observed 

persistently enough to suggest we were at least partially successful in this endeavor. Most 

importantly, we feel confident in proposing that self-concept can contribute to our 
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understanding of how self-control dilemmas unfold. With that in mind, we offer two more 

recommendations for future research. 

One recommendation is to explore implicit self-concept in future studies. Although 

in our study we focused only on explicit self-concept, there is a consensus among scholars, 

supported by ample research evidence, that human beings process information about 

themselves and their environment both consciously and unconsciously (Greenwald et al., 

2002). The implicit self-concept represents associative representations of self that are 

outside of conscious awareness but are context-dependent and can be activated in specific 

situations, as a consequence of a particular external input or due to an activation of an 

associated concept (Deutsch & Strack, 2009; Hirschmuller et al., 2012). There is already 

some evidence that implicit processes are involved in self-control dilemmas, in particular, 

related to the automatic activation of goals (Fishbach et al., 2003). Thus, extending this 

line of research to implicit self-concepts could be a fruitful avenue to pursue.  

Another interesting question that could be addressed in future research is how 

negative self-concept might influence self-control dilemmas. This is an important 

consideration as people can hold both positive and negative views of themselves.  Does a 

negative self-concept lead to self-control failures? Does it increase the intensity of negative 

self-conscious emotions, such as guilt or shame? And, could a negative self-concept fuel 

the “dark side of self-control”, when self-control is leveraged for the pursuit of unhealthy 

or dangerous goals? By and large, self-control is seen as a uniformly beneficial 

characteristic, but it is important to consider if there could be negative aspects to it, and if 

and to what extent self-concept plays a role.  
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Chapter 11  
Conclusion 

 

One of the overarching goals of the present research was to investigate whether 

self-concept plays a role in how self-control dilemmas unfold. To investigate the link 

between self-concept and self-control, we first examined the relationships between self-

concept and three key features of a self-control dilemma: goal, temptation, and conflict. 

Then, we examined how self-concept generates self-conscious emotions associated with 

self-control dilemma outcomes. Our investigation combined surveys, hypothetical 

scenarios, and experience sampling data across four studies. In assessing self-concepts, 

goals, and temptations, we focused on four broad areas relevant to self-control dilemmas in 

daily life: health, achievement, social, and financial domains. We found that self-concept 

influences goal importance and temptation strength when both are in the same self-concept 

domain, and, through goals and temptations, indirectly shapes the experience of conflict in 

self-control dilemmas. We further found that the influence of self-concept extends to self-

conscious emotions, which often accompany self-control successes and failures. When 

goals and temptations were associated with different self-concept domains, results were 

mixed, suggesting that this area could benefit from further research. Overall, findings from 

the present research suggest that self-concept plays an important role in self-control 

dilemmas and thus investigating its role further, including the role of working self-concepts 

and implicit self-concepts, could deepen our understanding of self-control in general.  
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Table 1. Pilot Study: Exploratory Factor Analysis Loadings – DSSC Measure 
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Table 2. Pilot Study: Exploratory Factor Analysis Loadings - DS Goals Measure 
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Table 3. Pilot Study: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC and DS Goals Measures 
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Table 4. Pilot Study: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC Measure and Related Constructs 
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Table 5. Pilot Study: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DS Goals Measure and Related Constructs 
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Table 6. Pilot Study: Frequencies and Percentages of Goals and Temptations Across 
Domains 

 

Table 7. Pilot Study: Frequenies and Percentages of Domain Pairings 

 

Table 8. Pilot Study: The Overall Distribution of Domain Pairings 
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Table 9. Study 1: Confirmatory Factor Analysis Model Fit for DSSC 
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Table 10. Study 1: Confirmatory Factor Analysis Loadings - DSSC Measure 
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Table 11. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Model Fit for DS Goals 
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Table 12. Study 1: Confirmatory Factor Analysis Loadings - DS Goals Measure 
(Identification Responses) 

 

 



 
 

 
 

217 

Table 13. Study 1: Confirmatory Factor Analysis - DS Goals Measure (Importance 
Responses) 

 

 



 
 

 
 

218 

Table 14. Study 1: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC, DS Goals, and Related Constructs 
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Table 15. Study 1: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC, DSIS-T, and Related Constructs 
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Table 16. Study 1: Regression Coefficients for DSSC Predicting DS Goals 

 

 



 
 

 
 

221 

 

Table 17. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC in Health Domain, and Goal and Temptation in the Same 
Domain 
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Table 18. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC in Health Domain, and Goal, Temptation, and Conflict in 
Different Domains 
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Table 19. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC, Conflict, and Self-Conscious Emotions in Health Domain 
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Table 20. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for Conflict and Self-Conscious Emotions in Health and Other 
Domains 
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Table 21. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities in Achievement Domain, and Goals, Temptations, and Conflict in the 
Same and Different Domains 
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Table 22. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for Conflict and Self-conscious Emotions in Achievement and Other 
Domains 
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Table 23. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC in Social Domain, and Goals, Temptations, and Conflict in 
the Same and Different Domains 
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Table 24. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for Conflict and Self-conscious Emotions in Social and Other 
Domains 
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Table 25. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for DSSC in Financial Domain, and Goals, Temptations, and 
Conflict in the Same and Different Domains 
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Table 26. Study 2: Descriptives, Correlations, and Reliabilities for Conflict and Self-conscious Emotions in Financial and Other 
Domains 
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Table 27. Study 2: Regression Coefficients for Self-control Dilemmas in the Same 
Domain (Hypothesis 5) 
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Table 28. Study 2: Indirect Effects for Self-control Dilemmas in the Same Domain 
(Hypothesis 5) 
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Table 29. Study 2: Regression Coefficients for Self-control Dilemmas in Different 
Domains (Hypothesis 6) 
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Table 30. Study 2: Path Analysis Model Fit for Scenarios with Significant Interactions 

 

Table 31. Study 2: Significant Regression Coefficients for DSSC and Conflict 
Predicting Self-conscious Emotions (Hypothesis 9) 
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Table 32. Study 3: Descriptives, Correlations, and ICCs for Self-control Dilemmas 
Involving Same Domain 

 

Table 33. Study 3: Descriptives, Correlations, and ICCs for Self-control Dilemmas 
Involving Different Domains 
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Appendix A. Supplemental Tables 
Table 34. Overview of Research Questions/ Hypothesis Results 
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Table 35. Examples of CFA Results Across Common Measures (Study 1) 
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Appendix B. Measures 
 

Measures used in hypothesis testing 

Domain-specific self-concept measure 
Instructions: Please rate the extent to which you agree with the following statements. 
Rating scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 
 
Health Domain 
Food/ Eating 

1. I see myself as a healthy eater 
2. I see myself as having an adequate weight 
3. I see myself as someone who maintains healthy weight 

Exercise 
4. I see myself as physically fit 
5. I see myself as physically attractive 

Healthy life-style & habits 
6. I see myself as a healthy person 
7. I see myself as a health-conscious person 
8. I see myself as having healthy habits  

Achievement Domain 
9. I see myself as a good student 
10. I see myself as a good employee 
11. I see myself as successful in my job 
12. I see myself as good at what I do 
13. I see myself as an accomplished person 
14. I see myself as a productive person 
15. I see myself as a high achiever 
16. I see myself as someone who accomplishes goals 

Social Domain 
17. I see myself as a good friend 
18. I see myself as a good relationship partner 
19. I see myself as a good parent 
20. I see myself as a good son or daughter 
21. I see myself as a good family member 
22. I see myself as a friendly person 
23. I see myself as loyal to friends 
24. I see myself as loyal to family 

Financial Domain 
25. I see myself as a financially responsible person 
26. I see myself as good with money 
27. I see myself as careful with money 
28. I see myself as cautious with money 
29. I see myself as a prudent with money 
30. I see myself as impulsive with money ®  
31. I see myself as good at saving money 

Domain-specific goals measure 
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Instructions: How typical is this of you? 
                     How important is this to you? 
Rating scale: 1 (not at all like me/ not important at all) to 5 (very much like me/ extremely 
important) 
Health Domain 

1. I am trying to eat healthy 
2. I am trying to achieve my desired weight 
3. I am trying to exercise regularly/ more frequently/  
4. I am trying to get fit 
5. I am trying to be physically active 
6. I am trying to control how much I drink 
7. I am trying to control how much I smoke 
8. I am trying to control how much I use drugs 
9. I am trying to have healthy habits 

Achievement Domain 
10. I am trying to complete a project related to work/school 
11. I am trying to finish school/ get a degree/ certificate 
12. I am trying to pass a course or an exam 
13. I am trying to learn a new skill 
14. I am trying to achieve something important to me 
15. I am trying to accomplish a goal 
16. I am trying to improve specific skills/ knowledge 

Social Domain 
17. I am trying to have more friends 
18. I am trying to have deeper friendships 
19. I am trying to socialize more 
20. I am trying to be a better friend 
21. I am trying to attend/participate in family events more 
22. I am trying to repair a relationship/ friendship 
23. I am trying to manage my relationships better 
24. I am trying to minimize conflict with others 
25. I am trying to improve my relationships with others 

Financial Domain 
26. I am trying to make money 
27. I am trying to save money 
28. I am trying to stick to the budget 
29. I am trying to spend money wisely 
30. I am trying to buy only things that I need 
31. I am trying to save money for a specific thing 
32. I am trying to plan my purchases  
33. I am trying to control my spending habits 
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Domain-Specific Impulsivity Scale – Temptation (DSIS-T; Tsukayama et al., 2012) 
Instructions: On the following scale, how tempted would you be to do the following activities: 
        On the following scale, please rate how bad you think the following activities are: 
Rating scale: 1 (note tempted at all/ not bad at all) to 5 (very tempted/ very bad) 
Food 

1. Snacking on junk food 
2. Eating snacks 
3. Consuming more food than I should 
4. Eating when I am not hungry 
5. Eating chips and other salty snacks 
6. Eating candy 
7. Eating chocolate 
8. Having dessert 
9. Eating fried food 

Exercise 
10. Avoiding physical exercise 
11. Remaining physically active 
12. Avoiding working out 
13. Being sedentary 

Drug 
14. Getting drunk 
15. Binge drinking 
16. Drinking hard liquor 
17. Drinking beer 
18. Drinking wine 
19. Getting high on drugs 
20. Smoking marijuana 
21. Smoking cigarettes 
22. Smoking cigars 

Work 
23. Putting off work that needs to get done 
24. Procrastinating 
25. Letting responsibilities pile up 
26. Doing nothing when I have work to do 
27. Wasting time 
28. Delaying the start of the big project 
29. Doing my work at the last minute 
30. Getting distracted from my work 
31. Quitting when I am frustrated 
32. Giving up when I encounter problems 
33. Quitting when I get bored 
34. Stopping my work when I get tired 

Relationship 
35. Complaining about my problems 
36. Gossiping 
37. Telling another person’s secrets 
38. Losing my temper 
39. Getting angry 
40. Taking more than my fair share 
41. Holding a grudge 
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42. Breaking promises 
43. Speaking before thinking 
44. Lying 
45. Interrupting people when they are talking 

Finance 
46. Purchasing things when I don’t really need them 
47. Buying a lot of things 
48. Buying things I hadn’t planned to buy 
49. Buying things on impulse 
50. Spending a lot of money 
51. Spending rather than saving money 

 
 
Goals 
Instructions: Thinking about this goal, please answer the following 
Rating scale: 1(not important/not committed at all) to 5 (extremely important/ committed) 

1. How important would/ is this to you? 
2. How committed are you to working on this/ achieving this? 

 
Temptations 
Instructions: Thinking about this temptation, please answer the following 
Rating scale: 1(not at all) to 5 (extremely) 

1. How tempted would you be/ were you? 
 

Conflict  
Instructions: If you faced this dilemma, please answer the following 
Rating scale: 1(not at all) to 5 (extremely) 

1. How conflict were you about what to do? 
 

Emotions 
Instructions: For each option, please rate how much you think you would feel the following 
emotions 
Instructions: The extent you felt any of the following emotions about your decision 
Rating scale: 1(not at all) to 5 (extremely) 
 Self-conscious emotions: Pride, guilt, regret 
 Basic emotions (control variable): fear, anger, joy, sadness 
 
Self-control dilemma decision 
Instructions: If you faced a dilemma, to what extent did you resist the temptation? 
Ratings: 1 (not at all) – 5 (completely resisted)  
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Measures used to assess convergent and discriminant validity  
 
Good Practices Checklist (Hampson et al., 2019) 
Instructions: How typical is this of you? 
Rating scale: 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (very much like me) 
 

1. I exercise to stay healthy 
2. I eat a balanced diet 
3. I take vitamins 
4. I see a dentist for regular checkups 
5. I watch my weight 
6. I limit my intake of foods like coffee, sugar, and fats 
7. I gather information on things that affect my heath 
8. I watch for possible signs of major health problems 
9. I take health food supplements 
10. I see a doctor for regular checkups 
11. I use dental floss regularly 
12. I discuss health with friends, neighbors, and/ or relatives 
13. I don’t smoke 
14. I brush my teeth regularly 
15. I get shots to prevent illness 
16. I get enough sleep 

 
Domain Specific Hope Scale (DSHS; Sympson, 1999) 
Instructions: Rate the extent to which each item applies to you 
Rating scale: 1 (definitely false) to 5 (definitely true) 
 
Social relationships 

1. I can think of many ways to make friends 
2. I actively pursue friendships 
3. There are lots of ways to meet new people 
4. I can think of many ways to be included in the groups that are important to me 
5. I’ve been pretty successful where friendships are concerned 
6. Even when someone seems unapproachable, I know I can ding a way to break the ice. 
7. My past social experiences have prepared me to make friends in the future 
8. When I meet someone I want to be friends with, I usually succeed 

Academics 
9. I can think of lots of ways to make good grades 
10. I energetically pursue my school work 
11. There are lots of ways to meet the challenges of any class 
12. Even if the course is difficult, I know I can find a way to succeed 
13. I’ve been pretty successful in school 
14. I can think of lots of ways to do well in classes that are important to me 
15. My past academic experiences have prepared me well for the future 
16. I get the grades that I want in my classes 
17. If you read this question, place X on the line 

Romantic relationships 
18. I can think of many ways to get to know someone I’m attracted to 
19. When I am interested in someone romantically, I actively pursue him or her 
20. There are lots of ways to convince someone to go out with me 
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21. I’ve been pretty successful in my romantic relationships 
22. I can’t think of many ways to get to know someone I’m attracted to 
23. My past romantic relationships have prepared me well for future involvements 
24. Even when someone does not seem interested, I know I can find a way to get their attention 
25. I can usually get a date when I set my mind to it 

Family life 
26. I can think of lots of things I enjoy doing with my family 
27. I energetically work on maintaining family relationships 
28. I can think of many ways to include my family in things that are important to me 
29. If you can read this question, select somewhat false 
30. I have a pretty successful family life 
31. Even when we disagree, I know my family can find a wat to solve our problems 
32. I have the kind of relationships that I want with my family members 
33. There are lots of ways to communicate my feelings to family members 
34. My experiences with my family have prepared me for a family of my own 

Work 
35. I can think of many ways to find a job 
36. I am an energetic worker 
37. There are lots of ways to succeed at a job 
38. Even if it’s a lousy job, I can usually find something good about it 
39. I have a good work record 
40. My previous work experiences have helped me prepare for future success 
41. I can always find a job if I set my mind to it 
42. I can think of lots of wats to impress my boss if the job is important to me 

Leisure activities 
43. I can think of many satisfying things to do in my spare time 
44. I energetically pursue my leisure time activities 
45. If my planned leisure time activities fall through, I can find something else that I enjoy 
46. I can think of lots of ways to make time for the activities that are important to me 
47. Even if others don’t think my activities are important, I still enjoy doing them 
48. My experiences with hobbies and other leisure activities are important to my future 
49. I have satisfying activities that I do on my leisure time 
50. When I try to perform well in leisure activities, I usually succeed.  

 
Financial Satisfaction (Xiao et al., 2014) 
Instruction: Please rate how satisfied are you with your current financial situation? 
Rating scale: 1 (not at all satisfied) to 10 (extremely satisfied) 
 

1. Overall, I am satisfied with my current financial situation 
 
Perceived financial capability (Xiao et al., 2014) 
Instructions: To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 
Rating scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 
 

1. I am good at dealing with day-to-day financial matters, such as checking accounts, credit 
and debit cards, and tracking expenses 
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Rosenberg Self-esteem scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965) 
Instructions: Please rate the extent to which you agree with the following statements. 
Rating scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) 
*reverse coded items 
 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself 
2. At times, I think I am no good at all* 
3. I feel I have a number of good qualities  
4. I am able to do things as well as most people 
5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of* 
6. I certainly feel useless at times* 
7. I feel that I am a person of worth 
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself* 
9. All in all, I am inclined to think I am a failure* 
10. I take a positive attitude toward myself 

 
The PINT Goal-Contents Scale (Willkowski et al., 2020) 
Instructions: Please indicate whether each word you see represents a goal of yours or not. 
Rating scale: -4 (I have an extremely strong commitment to avoiding this), 0 (I have no commitment 
to this), 4 (I have an extremely strong commitment to this) 
 

Prominence: Championship, competition, control, glory, greatness, moneymaking 
perfection, popularity, power, privilege, sexiness. 
 
Inclusiveness: Activism, comradery, diplomacy, diversity, empathy, equity, inclusion, 
interconnectedness, philanthropy, solidarity, transcendence. 

 
Negativity Prevention (all items reversed): Abnormality, craziness, death, fighting, fatness, 
hypersensitivity, isolation, mediocrity, melancholy, pity, unemployment. 
 
Tradition: Atheism (reversed), blessedness, conservatism, marriage, obedience, obligation, 
parenthood, patriotism, pureness, tradition. 
 

Measures used to assess control variables 
 
Brief Self-control scale (BSCS; Tangney et al., 2004) 
Instructions: Please rate the extent to which the following statements describe you. 
Rating scale: 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (very much like me) 
*reverse coded items 
 

1. I am good at resisting temptations 
2. I have a hard time breaking bad habits* 
3. I am lazy* 
4. I say inappropriate things* 
5. I do certain things that are bad for me, if they are fun* 
6. I refuse things that are bad for me 
7. I wish I had more self-discipline* 
8. People would say that I have iron self-discipline 
9. Pleasure and fun sometimes keep me from getting things done* 
10. I have trouble concentrating* 
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11. I am able to work effectively toward long-term goals 
12. Sometimes I can’t stop myself from doing something, even if I know it’s wrong* 
13. I often act without thinking through all the alternatives* 

 
Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motives for Activities – Revised (HEMA-R; Huta & Ryan, 
2010;2016) 
Instructions: To what degree do you typically approach activities with each of these intentions, 
whether or not you actually achieve your aim?  
Rating scale: 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) 
 

1. Seeking relaxation 
2. Seeking to develop a skill, learn, or gain insight into something 
3. Seeking to do what you believe in 
4. Seeking pleasure 
5. Seeking to pursue excellence or a personal ideal 
6. Seeking enjoyment 
7. Seeking to take it easy 
8. Seeking to use the best in yourself 
9. Seeking fun 
10. Seeking to contribute to others or the surrounding world 

 

 

Study 2: Self-control Dilemma Scenarios 
Instructions: 
On any given day, we face a wide range of choices, some of which might be very 
appealing to us at the moment, even if not necessarily beneficial in the long run. When 
these momentary temptations interfere with our long-term goals and values, we experience 
what is known as a self-control dilemma. In the following section, we will present you with 
examples of self-control dilemmas and ask you to evaluate these conflicting courses of 
action. 
 
Because these are hypothetical scenarios, some choices may not be important or tempting 
to you. In other cases, the presented goals or temptations might closely resemble what you 
experienced. Your answers should be based on your past or present personal experiences, 
whenever possible. For example, if the goal we are asking about is to eat healthy, and you 
have never had such a goal, then you will probably rate this hypothetical goal as “Not 
important at all”. However, if you previously had or currently have such a goal, you would 
rate how important that goal was or is to you now. 
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