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Article

Introduction

Self-control is required when the pursuit of focal goals con-
flicts with the desire to indulge in temptations (Fishbach, 
Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2003). When focal goals are 
defined in terms of their restrictive exhortations (e.g., I must 
do this; you must not do that) psychological reactance, the 
motivation to restore a threatened freedom (J. W. Brehm, 
1966), can play a role in one’s failing to exert self-control to 
maintain focal goal pursuit. Specifically, indulging in the 
very temptations that the highly restrictive focal goal sets to 
inhibit may act to reestablish a threatened sense of personal 
freedom.

Goals

In the late 1960s, Mischel began a series of landmark studies 
on the delay of gratification (see Mischel & Ayduk, 2004, for 
a review). The experimenter made a simple proposition to his 
4-year-old participants: “Have one marshmallow now or 
wait until I return and you can have two marshmallows.” 
Some children waited for the experimenter to return, many 
did not. Perhaps more intriguing than his initial findings, 
however, is what Mischel discovered in follow-up studies 
conducted years later. Individuals who were able to delay 
gratification as children were rated as more rational and 
socially competent, scored higher on the Scholastic Aptitude 

Test (SAT), and were better able to cope with frustration and 
stress as adults (Mischel, Shoda, & Peake, 1988; Mischel, 
Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989). Mischel and Ayduk (2004)  
proposed that a common mechanism, self-control, underlies 
the relationship between delay of gratification and future 
success.

Self-control helps us to navigate our environment, taking 
us past salient temptations and toward the attainment of our 
goals (Gailliot et al., 2007). As desirable end states that one 
intends to attain through action (Kruglanski et  al., 2002), 
goals dictate the deployment of self-control. Indeed, 
Baumeister, Schmeichel, and Vohs (2007) considered goals 
so important that in a review of self-regulation, they posited 
that without a goal to direct our efforts “ . . . self-regulation 
would be random and pointless” (p. 523).

As cognitively stored structures, goals influence behavior 
through the transference of motivational and attentional 
resources to their accessible means of pursuit (Kruglanski & 
Kopetz, 2009). For instance, activating the goal of becoming 
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more physically fit may lead to greater intensity, persistence, 
and duration of pursuing means such as jogging. The trans-
ference of these resources is not constant, though, and can be 
influenced from moment to moment by a variety of factors 
(Bargh, 1990), including the presence or absence of compet-
ing goals (Kruglanski et  al., 2002). Shah and Kruglanski 
(2002) investigated the potential harmful effects of compet-
ing goals, and found that the activation of alternative goals 
(i.e., goals conflicting with a focal goal) reduced focal goal 
commitment, focal goal progress, and inhibited the develop-
ment of effective means of focal goal pursuit. In addition, 
Van Hook and Higgins (1988) demonstrated that people 
holding discrepant (i.e., conflicting, discordant) goals expe-
rienced significantly more frequent feelings of indecisive-
ness, inhibiting effective goal pursuit.

The presence of competing goals can pull a variety of 
resources away from one’s focal goals, reducing their likeli-
hood of attainment (Shah & Kruglanski, 2002). Consequently, 
one must monitor the current focal goal pursuit (e.g., to be 
fit, to be moral) as well as the potential activation of alterna-
tive goals during that pursuit. Goals that are framed in terms 
of strict requirements, including overt prohibitions (e.g., I 
will never eat another cheeseburger, you must always help 
others before helping yourself), may arouse the alternative 
goal to restore one’s behavioral freedom (i.e., psychological 
reactance). Activating the goal to restore one’s sense of free-
dom (J. W. Brehm, 1966; S. S. Brehm & Brehm, 1981) may 
lead to goal conflict.

Psychological Reactance

According to reactance theory, if one feels that a previously 
free behavior is threatened with elimination, a motivational 
state will be aroused and directed toward the restoration of the 
freedom to engage in that threatened behavior (J. W. Brehm, 
1966; Miron & Brehm, 2006). This motivational state is 
referred to as reactance (J. W. Brehm, 1966). S. S. Brehm and 
Brehm (1981) posited that the magnitude of reactance experi-
enced is a function of the number & proportion of freedoms 
threatened. Highly restrictive goals imply the restriction of a 
sizable proportion of previously held freedoms given their 
stringent demands, making them likely to arouse reactance.

There are two consequences of arousing reactance, which 
may occur individually or in concert. One possible conse-
quence is directly attempting to restore a freedom by engaging 
in the threatened behavior. When a freedom is threatened in a 
manner that makes engaging in the behavior difficult or costly, 
however, indirect restoration is more likely. Indirect restoration 
attempts include increasing the subjective desirability of the 
threatened behavior and decreasing the subjective desirability 
of any imposed alternative (S. S. Brehm & Brehm, 1981).

Goals, Reactance, and Temptations

The present research explores what happens when reactance 
is activated by the demands of a highly restrictive goal. In 

this case, the goal to restore one’s freedom (i.e., reactance) 
would conflict with the original (highly restrictive) goal. As 
previously discussed, this type of goal conflict is a factor 
involved in some instances of self-control failure (Gollwitzer 
& Moskowitz, 1996). An aim of the current investigation is 
to determine when a person will indulge in a focal goal-dam-
aging temptation to restore a sense of personal freedom.

It is likely that the answer to the preceding question depends 
on several factors, among them the motivational force of reac-
tance, the desirability of the temptation, and one’s commitment 
to the focal (highly restrictive) goal. If the force of commitment 
to the focal goal is greater than the force of motivation for per-
sonal freedom, then it is likely that the highly restrictive goal 
would not promote temptation indulgence (Kruglanski et al., 
2012). Goal commitment is not a static force, however, and will 
wax and wane across situations (Kruglanski et al., 2002). We 
argue that, in situations marked by salient focal goal restric-
tions, goal commitment will wane and not serve to protect focal 
goal pursuit by inhibiting temptation indulgence. Some exist-
ing empirical evidence supports this prediction.

For example, people are generally quite concerned with 
their health and well-being, but Liberman and Chaiken (1992) 
have found that warnings of potential health problems often 
lead to dismissive or defensive reactions rather than engaging 
in health directed actions. One possible explanation for such 
behavior is that being warned of potential health problems 
implies the need to give up previously free behaviors, arous-
ing reactance. The resultant devaluing, or outright dismissal, 
of the health warning can be interpreted as a way for individu-
als to reduce their experienced reactance. Similarly, Roosa 
and Christopher’s (1990) investigation of a sexual “absti-
nence-only” program found that the program actually 
increased rather than decreased rates of sexual behavior 
among adolescents. As abstinence-only programs advocate a 
highly restrictive goal, it is possible that the program require-
ments activate reactance, which is reduced by directly engag-
ing in the threatened behavior (i.e., sex).

Legault, Gutsell, and Inzlicht (2011) experimentally 
tested the influence of a demanding or suggesting anti-preju-
dice message on relevant attitudes, and found that partici-
pants ironically displayed greater prejudice when their ability 
to engage in prejudiced behavior was explicitly restricted. 
Restricting participants from engaging in prejudiced behav-
ior seems to induce psychological reactance and correspond-
ingly participants may have become more prejudiced as a 
means of restoring that threatened freedom.

Even more recently, Stok, de Vet, de Wit, Renner, and de 
Ridder (2015) found that restrictive eating rules led to 
increased unhealthy consumption. During an initial task, par-
ticipants were told they were not allowed to eat any M&Ms, 
that it was best if they did not eat the M&Ms, or were not 
presented M&Ms (as a control). During a second task, all 
participants were allowed to eat the M&Ms freely. 
Participants who were explicitly restricted from eating the 
M&Ms during the initial task consumed significantly more 
of them during the second task than the suggested non-eaters 
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or the control group. Furthermore, suggested non-eaters did 
not consume more of the M&Ms during the second task than 
the control group. As the rebound effect of increased M&M 
consumption was observed in the restricted but not suggested 
rule condition, the most likely explanation for Stok et al.’s 
(2015) results is that the restrictive eating rule induced psy-
chological reactance and correspondingly eating M&Ms 
served as a means to the goal of freedom restoration.

As discussed previously, reactance motivation is not the 
only force that must be overcome to ensure successful pur-
suit of a highly restrictive goal. A highly restrictive goal 
forcefully implies an elimination, or reduction, of a range of 
temptations. Temptations, though, are by definition desirable 
behaviors in which people are motivated to engage (Leander, 
Shah, & Chartrand, 2009). In the context of pursuing a highly 
restrictive goal, then, self-control is needed to overcome the 
combined force of the desire for any salient temptations and 
the motivation to restore one’s sense of freedom.

Consequently, one action, indulging in a temptation (e.g., 
eating a cheeseburger after being placed on a strict diet), 
allows one to attain two goals simultaneously: restoring a 
sense of personal freedom and engaging in an appealing 
behavior. Chun and Kruglanski’s (2005) research on the 
“multifinality” effect has demonstrated that people show a 
preference for choice options that allow them to attain multi-
ple goals simultaneously. A single behavior or “means,” 
which allows one to attain multiple goals, is perceived as 
more desirable than options that attain only a single goal 
(Chun & Kruglanski, 2005). Simonson’s (1989) research on 
the compromise effect demonstrated a similar principle; peo-
ple have a general preference for choice alternatives that 
allow them to partially attain several goals rather than com-
pletely attain a single goal at the expense of other goals. 
Finally, S. S. Brehm and Brehm (1981) theorized that reac-
tance aroused in regard to a threatened behavior will add to 
the total motivation to attain that choice alternative. Thus, the 
total “impelling” force (see Kruglanski et al., 2012) toward a 
goal-damaging behavior is supported by two sources (i.e., the 
desire to indulge in an attractive temptation and the desire to 
restore freedom), whereas the total “restraining” force is sup-
ported by one source (i.e., goal commitment).

The foregoing analysis provides support for the notion 
that a goal can either promote focal goal pursuit or tempta-
tion indulgence. If one’s goal is perceived as highly restric-
tive, it should activate reactance and lead to temptation 
indulgence. If one’s goal is not perceived as highly restric-
tive, it should guide efforts and promote goal-directed 
actions. Interestingly, this analysis also implies that the same 
goal (e.g., to eat well) can intermittently facilitate and inhibit 
self-control, and one reason may be an individual’s fluctuat-
ing perception of its restrictiveness.

The Present Research

We designed three studies to examine the hypothesis that 
highly restrictive goals are more likely to promote temptation 

indulgence than less restrictive goals. Highly restrictive goals 
provide salient threats to one’s behavioral freedom, increasing 
the likelihood of reactance. The consequences of reactance 
involve either the direct engagement in a threatened behavior 
(a temptation) or the indirect changing of one’s attitudes about 
a threatened option and/or its imposed alternative (S. S. Brehm 
& Brehm, 1981).

Study 1

Goals generally help to guide one away from damaging 
temptations and toward desirable states of affair (Kruglanski 
et al., 2002). Highly restrictive goals, however, may activate 
reactance because they increase the likelihood of perceiving 
a threat to previously held freedoms. As one consequence of 
reactance is a greater desire for the threatened freedom, and 
highly restrictive goals threaten the freedom to indulge in 
temptations, we predicted that highly restrictive goals would 
cause an increased desire for temptations. Study 1 activated 
a common goal for undergraduate students (academic suc-
cess), manipulated goal restrictiveness, and then measured 
attitudes toward three common temptations to an academic 
goal.

Method

Ethics statement.  The authors’ institutional review board 
(IRB) approved this experiment. Participants completed 
written informed consent questionnaires.

Participants.  Ninety-seven undergraduate (71 female, 26 
male) students from a large research-intensive university in 
the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States participated in 
exchange for course credit. The age of participants ranged 
from 18 to 37 years, with a mean age of 20.66 years.

Procedure.  Participants were told that the study was investi-
gating college students’ daily activities as they relate to goal 
attainment. To do so, participants would be asked to com-
plete a series of short questionnaires. The first questionnaire 
asked for demographic information, including participant 
grade point average (GPA). GPA was included as a measure 
of participant academic ability.

Goal restrictiveness.  The second questionnaire was 
described as a “Goal Characteristics” survey, and served as 
the experimental manipulation of goal restrictiveness. Par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to receive a survey that 
required them to list five ways that their academic goals 
restricted their behavior (e.g., “They do not allow me to 
socialize with friends on a weekday night.”) or guided their 
behavior (e.g., “They cause me to manage my time so that I 
can get all of my work done.”).

Temptations.  The third and final questionnaire was 
the dependent measure, described as a “Daily Preferences 
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Report.” Participants were told that the experimenters had to 
control for each individual’s daily preferences to clarify how 
his or her goal characteristics, as measured by the prior ques-
tionnaire, related to the entire population of college students. 
Participants were instructed that they should be as honest as 
possible.

The dependent measure consisted of three Likert-type 
scale items asking participants how desirable they found 
three goal-damaging temptations (e.g., skipping a class, pro-
crastinating, “hanging out” with friends instead of working) 
with response options from 1 (extremely undesirable) to 7 
(extremely desirable). The mean of all three items served as 
a composite score of temptation desirability (Cronbach’s α = 
.63), with higher scores indicating a greater desire for temp-
tations. After the dependent measure was completed, partici-
pants were checked for suspicion, fully debriefed, and 
thanked for their participation.

Results

A preliminary analysis showed that there were no effects due 
to gender, so it is excluded from further analyses.

Temptation accessibility.  A possible alternative explanation for 
the expected differences in participants’ desire for temptations 
could be that the measured temptations (the temptations listed 
on the dependent measure) were more cognitively accessible 
for participants in the “goal restricts” condition than for par-
ticipants in the “goal guides” condition. The argument being 
that as participants in the “goal restricts” condition were think-
ing about the temptations that their academic goals render 
them unable to do, they might have more frequently thought of 
the exact temptations contained on the dependent measure 
than did the participants in the “goal guides” condition. The 
increased accessibility of these temptations, then, and not 
reactance, might have caused any differential effects found on 
the measure of temptation desirability.

To investigate this concern, independent coders, blind to 
hypothesis and condition, coded participant responses to the 
“Goal Characteristics” survey for instances of the three temp-
tations contained on the dependent measure (a desire to skip 
class, to procrastinate rather than work, or socialize with 
friends). If participants in the “goal restricts” condition did not 
more frequently list the aforementioned temptations on the 
“Goal Characteristics” survey than participants in the “goal 
guides” condition, then the temptation accessibility alternative 
explanation is unlikely. An independent-samples t test revealed 
that there were no significant differences between the “goal 
restricts” (M = 1.09, SD = 0.90) and “goal guides” conditions 
(M = 1.19, SD = 0.91), t(95) = −0.53, p > .05.

Temptation desirability.  To investigate the influence of the 
experimental manipulation on temptation desirability, we con-
ducted a one-way between-subjects ANCOVA, using partici-
pant GPA1 as a covariate. This analysis revealed a significant 

main effect for goal restrictiveness, such that participants in 
the “goal restricts” condition reported a significantly greater 
desire for goal-damaging temptations (M = 5.35, SD = 1.07) 
than participants in the “goal guides” condition (M = 4.81, 
SD = 1.34), F(1, 94) = 5.55, p = .02, ηp2  = .06. There were no 
other significant effects. Experimental means are displayed 
in Figure 1.

Discussion

The results from Study 1 provide experimental support for 
our hypothesis. Specifically, it was predicted and found that 
when participants perceived a goal as restricting their behav-
ior they reported a greater desire for goal-damaging tempta-
tions than did participants who perceived a goal as guiding 
their behavior. Including participant GPA as a covariate did 
not affect the results, indicating that ability in the goal-rele-
vant domain is unlikely to influence the goal restrictiveness 
effect. Furthermore, the temptation accessibility alternative 
explanation is unlikely because the specific temptations 
measured were equally likely to be thought of by participants 
in both conditions.

It is still unclear, however, whether perceiving a goal as 
highly restrictive increases desire for temptations (consistent 
with the activation of reactance) or if perceiving a goal as 
guiding behavior decreases the desire for temptations 
(Fishbach et  al., 2003). Therefore, our next study manipu-
lated the activation as well as the restrictiveness of a goal and 
measured desire for temptations.

Study 2

Study 2 investigated the interaction between goal activation 
and goal restrictiveness on attitudes toward temptations. To 
increase confidence in the generalizability of our results, 
Study 2 also utilized an alternative goal (health/fitness) and a 
new operation of goal restrictiveness. Goal restrictiveness 
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was manipulated with the introduction of a freedom-threat-
ening (vs. neutral) message. Goal activation was manipu-
lated using a modified version of Fishbach et  al.’s (2003) 
goal priming procedure.

Method

Ethics statement.  The authors’ IRB approved this experi-
ment. Participants completed written informed consent 
questionnaires.

Participants.  Sixty-three undergraduate (50 female, 13 male) 
psychology students from a large research-intensive univer-
sity in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States partici-
pated in exchange for course credit. The age of participants 
ranged from 18 to 26 years, with a mean age of 19.1 years.

Procedure.  Participants were told that the study was investi-
gating how different personality variables influence the effi-
cacy of consumer advertisements and to do so, participants 
would be shown three mock advertisements (ostensibly ini-
tial drafts of advertisements that could be sold for use in the 
future) and would have to complete several questionnaires. 
First participants provided demographic information. Then 
they viewed the three advertisements, one at a time for 20 s 
each (see Supplemental Materials for images). Participants 
were informed that they would subsequently answer ques-
tions about each advertisement. The first two advertisements 
were identical for all participants; the final advertisement 
served as the manipulation of goal activation.

Goal activation.  Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, 
and Trotschel (2001) have demonstrated that primed goals 
behave identically to explicitly activated goals (e.g., goal 
pursuit intensity, resumption, and persistence increase), and 
therefore we used a goal priming procedure to activate a 
health/fitness goal. Specifically, we used a modified version 
of Fishbach et al.’s (2003) goal priming procedure. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to receive an advertisement 
for a health/fitness-related product (a health food bar made 
up by the researchers) or a product unrelated to health/fitness 
(a bathroom faucet), serving as a control condition.

Goal restrictiveness.  Goal restrictiveness was manipulated 
via the introduction of a message. Consistent with the method-
ology of Regan and Brehm (1972), half of the participants were 
randomly assigned to receive a freedom-threatening message 
(i.e., “You have no choice . . . ”) as part of the final advertise-
ment. This message was intended to create the perception of 
a highly restrictive goal (i.e., dieters are allowed to eat only 
healthy food). Participants in the control condition received a 
non-threatening message (i.e., “It is your choice . . . ”).

Goal commitment.  As discussed previously, goal com-
mitment is a possible moderator of the goal restrictiveness–

temptation indulgence relationship. Therefore we measured 
commitment to a health/fitness goal in a mass-testing ques-
tionnaire that is completed by all psychology participant 
pool eligible students at the beginning of the semester.

Temptation desirability.  We used a modified version of 
Fishbach, Dhar, and Zhang’s (2006) procedure to measure 
temptation desire. Fishbach et al. (2006) measured intentions 
to consume fresh fruit, green vegetables, and pizza (reverse 
scored) to create an index of health goal consistent behavior. 
We described our dependent measure as a Consumer Evalua-
tive Summary (CES) report, and told participants that it was an 
individual difference variable that had to be controlled. It asked 
participants how desirable they found, and their behavioral 
intentions toward, 12 consumer items. Of the 24 total questions 
(2 questions per consumer item), 4 were of theoretical interest. 
The 20 additional items were included to bolster the cover story 
and to disguise the intention of the questionnaire.

Similarly to Fishbach et al. (2006), a healthy food item 
(salad2) and an unhealthy food item (ice cream) constituted 
our dependent measure. The items were selected for two 
theoretical reasons: First, according to S. S. Brehm and 
Brehm (1981), the subjective effects of reactance result in a 
more positive evaluation of restricted behavior (ice cream) as 
well as a more negative evaluation of imposed alternatives 
(salad). Second, self-control involves simultaneously con-
trolling one’s attitudes toward the means to goals (eating 
salad is a means to attain the goal of being healthy) and 
toward temptations (eating ice cream is detrimental to the 
goal of being healthy) to goals (Schmeichel, Harmon-Jones, 
& Harmon-Jones, 2010). Participants responded on a Likert-
type scale, with options ranging from 1 (not desirable/do not 
want) to 7 (very desirable/very much want). After the two 
“salad” items were reverse scored, the mean of all four items 
served as the operationalization of attitudes toward tempta-
tions (Cronbach’s α = .64), with higher scores indicating atti-
tudes consistent with greater temptation desire (Fishbach, 
2009; Leander et al., 2009).

Afterwards, participants completed an eight-question 
“advertisement reaction report” about the three advertise-
ments, ostensibly the focus of the experiment. Among the 
questions was an item that served as an awareness check 
(“The third advertisement was for a bathroom fixture”). 
Participants responded to this question on a Likert-type scale 
with end points from 1 (disagree) to 10 (agree). Finally, par-
ticipants were checked for suspicion, fully debriefed, and 
thanked for their participation.

Results

A preliminary analysis showed that there were no effects due 
to gender, so it is excluded from further analyses.

Awareness check.  Responses to the awareness check item 
were analyzed to check on participants’ awareness of the 
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final advertisement, which contained the experimental 
manipulations. A 2 (goal activation: health/fitness vs. non-
health/fitness) × 2 (goal restrictiveness: high vs. low) 
between-subjects ANOVA revealed a significant main effect 
for goal condition, such that participants in the health/fitness 
goal condition reported significantly greater disagreement 
(M = 1.00, SE = 0.45) than did participants in the non-health/
fitness goal condition (M = 6.48, SE = 0.46), F(1, 59) = 
72.44, p = .00, ηp2  = .55. There were no other significant 
effects.

Temptations.  To investigate the influence of the experimental 
manipulations on attitudes toward temptations, a 2 (goal acti-
vation: health/fitness vs. non-health/fitness) × 2 (goal restric-
tiveness: high vs. low) between-subjects ANCOVA was 
conducted, using goal commitment as a covariate. As shown 
in Table 1, this analysis revealed a main effect for goal acti-
vation, F(1, 58) = 5.12, p = .02, ηp2  = .08, which was quali-
fied by the expected interaction between goal activation and 
restrictiveness, F(1, 58) = 5.92, p = .02, ηp2  = .09. Planned 
comparisons (Bonferroni adjustment) showed that when a 
health/fitness goal was activated, a highly restrictive goal 
frame (M = 4.13, SE = 0.27) caused participants to exhibit 
attitudes consistent with greater temptation desire than a less 
restrictive goal frame (M = 3.23, SE = 0.27), F(1, 58) = 5.58, 
p = .02, ηp2  = .09. When a health/fitness goal was not acti-
vated, however, participants with a highly restrictive goal 
frame (M = 4.10, SE = 0.29) reported similar attitudes as 
participants with a less restrictive goal frame (M = 4.52, SE 
= 0.27), F(1, 58) = 1.12, p > .05, ηp2  = .02. Furthermore, 
within the less restrictive conditions, participants with an 
activated health/fitness goal (M = 3.23, SE = 0.27) reported 
significantly less desire for temptations than participants 
without an active health/fitness goal (M = 4.52, SE = 0.27), 
F(1, 58) = 11.45, p = .001, ηp2  = .16. There were no other 
significant effects. The means for each condition are depicted 
in Figure 2.

Discussion

When a goal is activated, self-control is used to facilitate its 
attainment (Bargh, 1990; Bargh, et al., 2001; Fishbach et al., 

2003), one consequence of which is a greater valuation of the 
goal and a devaluation of temptations (Trope & Fishbach, 
2000). Study 2 replicated this pattern of effects only when 
the activated goal was not perceived as highly restrictive. 
When presented with a less restrictive health/fitness goal, 
participants exhibited attitudes consistent with goal pursuit, 
but when that goal was highly restrictive, participants 
reported attitudes more consistent with temptation indul-
gence. Indeed, their reported attitudes were similar to partici-
pants without any active health/fitness goal at all. These 
findings provide further support for our hypothesis. High 
goal restrictiveness caused a shift in participant attitudes 
away from their goal and toward temptations.

Although the results from Study 2 are consistent with our 
hypothesis, participants were asked to report their attitudes, 
which, according to counteractive self-control theory, are 
antecedents of behavioral engagement (Fishbach, 2009). 
Ultimately, self-control involves behaving in a manner  
that helps one to attain or maintain some goal (Schmeichel 
et  al., 2010). Therefore, a third study was designed to test  
the influence of goal restrictiveness on actual temptation 
indulgence.

Study 3

The purpose of Study 3 was to investigate whether highly 
restrictive goals will cause people to indulge in a temptation. 
Study 3 conceptually replicated and extended the findings of 
Study 2 by investigating a behavioral rather than attitudinal 
consequence of high goal restrictiveness. Study 3 used meth-
ods similar to those used in Study 2.

Method

Ethics statement.  The authors’ IRB approved this experi-
ment. Participants completed written informed consent 
questionnaires.

Table 1.  Study 2 Summary of Analysis of Covariance.

Source SS df MS F

Goal commitmenta 1.36   1 1.36 1.21
Goal activation 5.79   1 5.79 5.12*
Goal restrictiveness 0.85   1 0.85 0.75
Activation × Restrictiveness 6.69   1 6.69 5.92*
Error 65.55 58 1.13  

Note. SS = sum of squares; df = degrees of freedom; MS = mean squares.
acovariate.
*p < .05.
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Figure 2.  The effect of goal activation and goal restrictiveness 
on temptation desirability (goal commitment covariate).
Note. Error bars represent standard error.
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Participants.  Fifty-seven undergraduate psychology students 
(46 female, 11 male) from a large research-intensive univer-
sity in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States partici-
pated in exchange for course credit. The age of participants 
ranged from 18 to 22 years, with a mean age of 18.95 years.

Procedure.  Study 3 used the same cover story and demo-
graphics measure as were used in Study 2. Goal activation 
(health/fitness vs. non-health/fitness) and the restrictiveness 
of that goal (high vs. low) were manipulated using the same 
procedure as was used in Study 2.

After viewing the final advertisement (see Supplemental 
Materials for advertisements) participants were asked sev-
eral questions about their preferences regarding the ads (e.g., 
“Which ad had the best color scheme and why?”). The items 
were not of theoretical interest and were intended to support 
the cover story. After answering these items, participants 
were informed that the experiment was “over,” but because 
they had registered for an hour-long experiment time slot, 
and much of that hour remained, they would be asked to par-
ticipate in an unrelated pilot study for another researcher. 
The experimenter then left the room to get the materials for 
the “pilot study,” which served as the dependent measure.

Temptation indulgence.  The dependent measure, adapted 
from the procedures of Dalton, Chartrand, and Finkel 
(2010), was a behavioral measure of temptation indulgence: 
cookie consumption. Participants were told that the task was 
designed to help a colleague pretest the desirability of a range 
of food items and that they were assigned to evaluate snack-
sized cookies. Consistent with the methodology of Dalton 
et al. (2010), a small bowl of snack-sized Chips Ahoy cookies 
was then placed in front of the participants along with a ques-
tionnaire titled “Food Evaluation Survey.” Participants were 
informed that they could have as many cookies as they would 
like but to eat at least one before filling out the questionnaire. 
To minimize participants’ concern of being evaluated while 
eating, the experimenter then left the room for exactly 5 min 
to “set up materials for the next participant.” Self-control was 
required to minimize the amount of tempting cookies that 
participants ate3 (Dalton et  al., 2010) because a health/fit-
ness goal requires individuals to monitor their level of caloric 
intake. Therefore, the primary dependent measure was the 
number of cookies participants ate during the 5-min period.

The Food Evaluation Survey included three items to 
check on participants’ attitudes toward the temptation (cook-
ies). These items were, “I would eat this food item in the 
future,” “This food item is one of my favorite types of food,” 
and “I do not like this food item (R).” Participants responded 
on a Likert-type scale with response option from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). After the last item was reverse 
coded, the three items were averaged to create an index of 
participants’ attitudes toward the temptations (Cronbach’s α 
= .77). After completing the questionnaire, participants were 
checked for suspicion, fully debriefed, and thanked for their 
participation.

Results

A preliminary analysis showed that there were no effects due 
to gender, so it is excluded from further analyses.

Temptation indulgence.  To investigate the influence of the 
experimental manipulations on temptation indulgence, a 2 
(goal activation: health/fitness vs. non-health/fitness) × 2 
(goal restrictiveness: high vs. low) between-subjects ANOVA 
was conducted. As shown in Table 2, this analysis revealed a 
marginally significant main effect for goal restrictiveness, 
F(1, 53) = 3.03, p = .09, ηp2  = .05, which was qualified by the 
expected interaction between goal activation and restrictive-
ness, F(1, 53) = 6.03, p = .02, ηp2  = .10. Planned compari-
sons (Bonferroni adjustment) revealed that when a health/
fitness goal was activated, a highly restrictive goal frame (M 
= 3.50, SE = 0.43) caused participants to eat significantly 
more cookies than a less restrictive goal frame (M = 1.71, SE 
= 0.43), F(1, 53) = 8.65, p = .005, ηp2  = .14. When a health/
fitness goal was not activated, however, participants with a 
highly restrictive goal frame (M = 2.27, SE = 0.42) ate the 
same amount of cookies as participants with a less restrictive 
goal frame (M = 2.57, SE = 0.43), F(1, 53) = 0.26, p > .05, ηp2  
= .00. The means for each condition are depicted in Figure 3.

Furthermore, to check participants’ attitudes toward the 
temptation, a 2 (goal activation: health/fitness vs. non-health/
fitness) × 2 (goal restrictiveness: high vs. low) between-subjects 
ANOVA was conducted. As shown in Table 3, this analysis 

Table 2.  Study 3 Summary of Analysis of Variance: Behavior.

Source SS df MS F

Goal activation 0.50   1 0.50 0.20
Goal restrictiveness 7.81   1 7.81 3.03†

Activation × Restrictiveness 15.56   1 15.56 6.03*
Error 136.7 53 136.7  

Note. SS = sum of squares; df = degrees of freedom; MS = mean squares.
†p < .10. *p < .05.
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Figure 3.  The effect of goal activation and goal restrictiveness 
on temptation indulgence.
Note. Error bars represent standard error.
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Table 3.  Study 3 Summary of Analysis of Variance: Attitudes.

Source SS df MS F

Goal activation 2.46   1 2.46 1.82
Goal restrictiveness 3.71   1 3.71 2.73
Activation × Restrictiveness 8.57   1 8.57 6.32*
Error 70.48 52 70.48  

Note. SS = sum of squares; df = degrees of freedom; MS = mean squares.
*p < .05.
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Figure 4.  The effect of goal activation and goal restrictiveness 
on temptation desirability.
Note. Error bars represent standard error.

revealed the expected interaction between goal activation 
and restrictiveness, F(1, 52) = 6.32, p = .01, ηp2  = .11. 
Planned comparisons demonstrated that an active highly 
restrictive health/fitness goal (M = 5.79, SE = 0.31) resulted 
in a significantly more positive attitude toward the tempta-
tion (cookies) than an active less restrictive health/fitness 
goal (M = 4.49, SE = 0.32), F(1, 52) = 8.39, p = .006, ηp2  = 
.14. When a health/fitness goal was not activated, however, 
there was no difference in participant attitudes between 
highly restrictive (M = 5.42, SE = 0.30) and less restrictive 
conditions (M = 5.69, SE = 0.31), F(1, 52) = .38, p > .05, ηp2  
= .01. Within the less restrictive conditions, participants with 
an active health/fitness goal (M = 4.49, SE = 0.32) reported 
significantly less positive attitudes toward the temptation 
than participants without an active health/fitness goal (M = 
5.69, SE = 0.31), F(1, 52) = 7.20, p = .01. There were no 
other significant effects. The means for each condition are 
shown in Figure 4.

Discussion

The results from Study 3 conceptually replicated Study 2 and 
extended the goal restrictiveness effect to a behavioral mea-
sure of temptation indulgence. When a health/fitness goal 
was activated, a highly restrictive goal frame caused partici-
pants to consume significantly more cookies than a less 
restrictive goal frame. When a health/fitness goal was not 

activated, high goal restrictiveness had no effect on cookie 
consumption. Moreover, an investigation of participants’ 
attitudes about the temptation (cookies) in Study 3 yielded 
results consistent with those of Study 2. Overall, Study 3 rep-
licated classic goal activation effects (e.g., less positive eval-
uation of temptations) only when the goal was less restrictive. 
When the goal was highly restrictive, participant attitudes 
and behaviors were more consistent with the desire to indulge 
in temptations.

General Discussion

Goal characteristics exert a great deal of influence over goal 
pursuit (Kruglanski et  al., 2002). Across three studies, we 
have attempted to provide support for the notion that setting 
goals containing highly restrictive demands or exhortations 
(e.g., no more cake, ever) is likely to lead to goal-damaging 
temptation indulgence. Unfortunately, many people, pro-
grams, and entire communities still abide by the common-
sense logic that the “tougher” a goal, the more quickly and 
completely goal progress can be made. That is, if some 
restriction is good (e.g., have cake only on special occa-
sions), then complete restriction must be better (e.g., no more 
cake, ever). This intuitive logic is likely buttressed by the 
many community-wide “zero-tolerance” (e.g., of drug use) 
programs and “cold turkey” (e.g., quitting smoking) 
approaches utilized in our culture.

Goals framed in this manner, however, are likely to create 
a sense of restricted personal freedom. This sense, in turn, 
will activate psychological reactance (J. W. Brehm, 1966), 
which is characterized by the motivation to restore one’s per-
sonal freedom. Reactance typically leads to an increased 
valuation of restricted behaviors, decreased valuation of 
imposed alternatives, and/or an increased engagement in 
restricted behavior (S. S. Brehm & Brehm, 1981). Reactance 
activated by highly restrictive goals, then, should be nega-
tively related to goal progress, causing an increased desire 
for temptations (the restricted behavior), a decreased desire 
for means to the goal (imposed alternatives), and increased 
temptation indulgence (the restricted behavior).

To examine the proposed causal relationship between 
high goal restrictiveness and temptation indulgence, Study 1 
randomly assigned people to focus on a goal’s restrictions or 
guiding properties. Those who focused on a goal’s restric-
tions subsequently reported a greater desire for temptations 
compared with those who focused on guiding properties. 
Study 1 provided experimental evidence that framing a goal 
as restrictive (vs. guiding) causes significantly more positive 
attitudes toward temptations, but it remained unclear whether 
goal restrictiveness reduced the positive effects of goal acti-
vation, eliminated them completely, or if goal activation 
caused a decrease in positive attitudes in the guiding 
condition.

Study 2 sought to address this question by adding a con-
trol goal condition. Consequently, Study 2 investigated the 
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interaction of goal activation and goal restrictiveness on atti-
tudes toward temptations. Further supporting our hypothesis, 
Study 2 demonstrated that participants with a highly restric-
tive goal reported attitudes consistent with greater tempta-
tion desirability than participants with a less restrictive goal. 
In fact, there was no difference in attitudes between the 
highly restrictive health/fitness goal condition and the highly 
restrictive control goal condition, indicating that high restric-
tiveness can completely eliminate the positive influence of 
goal activation. Ultimately, though, attitudes are antecedents 
of goal-directed actions (Fishbach, 2009), and we were inter-
ested in the potential impact of goal restrictiveness on behav-
ioral indulgence.

Study 3 therefore utilized a behavioral measure to deter-
mine whether or not high goal restrictiveness would cause 
actual temptation indulgence. Supporting our hypothesis 
once again, participants with a highly restrictive goal 
indulged in temptations to a significantly greater extent than 
participants with a less restrictive goal, and similarly to par-
ticipants with no relevant, active goal at all.

All three studies provide support for the goal restrictive-
ness effect, whereby highly restrictive goals cause one to 
restore a sense of freedom by shifting relevant attitudes and 
behaviors away from focal goal pursuit and toward tempta-
tions; a finding with significant theoretical and pragmatic 
implications. Notably, these studies contribute to the reac-
tance literature by demonstrating that reactance can over-
come the force of an opposing goal, at least in some situations. 
To the best of our knowledge, no other reactance research 
has systematically manipulated the presence of such an 
opposing goal. These studies also contribute to the goals lit-
erature by showing that restrictive framing can essentially 
eliminate the positive psychological consequences of an 
active goal. Finally, the goal restrictiveness effect also pro-
vides clear practical advice: Do not make your goals too 
restrictive or you risk activating reactance and pursuing 
temptations instead.

Reactance Versus Goal Difficulty

We have argued that highly restrictive goals activate reac-
tance and that reactance leads to goal-damaging temptation 
indulgence. An alternative possibility might be that the par-
ticipants construed the highly restrictive goals as more diffi-
cult to accomplish than the less restrictive goals, and that the 
perception of difficulty, rather than reactance, is what caused 
the observed results. Whereas this logic sounds plausible, 
both previous research and elements of our findings strongly 
suggest that reactance is more consistent with the observed 
pattern of results than perceptions of goal difficulty.

Specifically, Locke and Latham’s (1990, 2002) goal set-
ting theory, which argues that goals perceived as difficult to 
accomplish lead to performance gains, is consistent with the 
reactance explanation. Locke and Latham (2002) have found 
that highly difficult goals increase performance on more than 

100 different experimental tasks, including behavioral mea-
sures of self-control, like persistence on an ergometer 
(Bandura & Cervone, 1983). To our knowledge, more diffi-
cult goals alone have not been shown in the literature to lead 
to temptation indulgence when compared with less difficult 
goals. There are, however, two moderators of the goal diffi-
culty and performance relationship: ability and goal commit-
ment (Locke & Latham, 2002). When ability, or commitment, 
is low, highly difficult goals lead to performance decrements 
rather than performance gains. Applying this knowledge to 
the present research, if goal difficulty and not reactance 
explains our pattern of findings, then differences in ability 
and commitment should significantly alter the influence of 
our experimental treatments on temptation desire and indul-
gence. We tested this idea by using academic ability and 
health/fitness goal commitment as covariates in Studies 1 
and 2 respectively. Neither variable significantly altered the 
goal restrictiveness and temptation indulgence relationship. 
In other words, the effect of goal restrictiveness on tempta-
tion desire persists even after controlling for general differ-
ences in ability and commitment. Thus, it is unlikely that the 
perception of goal difficulty is driving the results. Rather, the 
most convincing explanation is that high goal restrictiveness 
activated reactance, leading to increased temptation desire 
and indulgence.

Goal Restrictiveness and Ego Depletion

Much empirical research has supported the notion that an ini-
tial act of self-control reduces an individual’s ability or moti-
vation to efficiently exert self-control on a subsequent act. It 
is hypothesized that a single self-control resource exists, 
such that an initial exertion of self-control results in self-
control decrements across all domains of actions, thoughts, 
and behaviors. The term “ego depletion” refers to the state 
following an initial exertion of self-control, in which the 
single resource is diminished (Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 
2007).

One potent moderator of the ego depletion effect is expec-
tation. If an individual expects to exert self-control in the 
future, he will conserve resources by exerting less self-con-
trol on a present task. Such conservation leads to perfor-
mance decrements on the present task but performance 
improvements on the future task (Muraven, 2012). Muraven, 
Shmueli, and Burkley (2006) referred to this as the conserva-
tion model of ego depletion. In terms of the goal restrictive-
ness effect, one could imagine that perceiving a goal as 
highly restrictive might imply the need to conserve one’s 
energy to comply with all salient restrictions. Ultimately, 
though, we do not believe that resource conservation model 
can account for the goal restrictiveness effect. Most notably, 
participants were not initially depleted in any of our three 
studies, nor were they explicitly informed of any future tasks. 
Both of these conditions were necessary to find resource 
conservation effects in prior research.
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We do believe, however, that a potentially profitable ave-
nue of future research involves examining the influence of 
highly restrictive goals on the development of an ego 
depleted state. Research has demonstrated that as the required 
exertion of self-control during an initial task increases, the 
amount of self-control displayed during a subsequent task 
diminishes (Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 2007). We have dem-
onstrated that highly restrictive goals cause people to assign 
greater desirability to goal-restricted temptations than less 
restrictive goals, making it relatively more difficult to inhibit 
indulgence. In this context, a greater exertion of self-control 
would be required to stop oneself from indulging due to the 
increased force of desire. Consequently, the same task may 
result in greater ego depletion–like effects for the person 
who sets a highly restrictive goal than for one who sets a 
more reasonable goal.

Conclusion

This research provides evidence that highly restrictive goals 
cause increased desire for temptations and temptation indul-
gence. These results offer important insight into the process 
of goal pursuit and suggest one potential pitfall to avoid. In 
addition, they provide a potential avenue of future research 
investigating the relationship between goal restrictiveness 
and ego depletion.
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Notes

1.	 Participant grade point average (GPA) did not differ across 
goal condition, M

restricts
 = 3.46, SD = .41, M

guides
 = 3.31, SD 

= .43, t(95) = 1.66, p > .05, and was unrelated to temptation 
desirability, r(95) = −.05, p = .61.

2.	 In a pilot test of self-regulatory attitudes (N = 20), 95% of 
participants perceived ice cream as harmful to health/fitness 
goals, whereas 100% of participants perceived salad as helpful 
to health/fitness goals. On a Likert-type scale with response 
options ranging from 1 (extremely harmful) to 6 (extremely 
helpful), participants also indicated that ice cream (M = 2.10, 
SD = .97) is significantly more harmful to health/fitness goals 
than salad (M = 5.45, SD = .69), t(19) = −11.11, p < .001.

3.	 In a pilot test (N = 31), 97% of participants perceived snack-
sized Chips Ahoy cookies to be harmful to a health/fit-
ness goal. Moreover, on a self-report Likert-type scale with 
response options from 1 (extremely harmful) to 8 (extremely 

helpful), participants perceived snack-sized Chips Ahoy cook-
ies (M = 2.39, SD = .95) as equally harmful to a health/fitness 
goal as ice cream (M = 2.39, SD = 1.17), t(30) = 0.0, p > .05.
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