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Review
Self-control, self-regulation, and consumer wellbeing:
A life history perspective
Bob M. Fennis
Abstract
This review synthesizes recent research on consumer self-
control, self-regulation, and wellbeing using a perspective
rooted in evolutionary theorizing— the notion of Life History
Strategies (LHSs), derived from Life History Theory. We
discuss both correlational and experimental research that has
informed our understanding about how individual differences in
LHSs may shape the ‘self-regulatory toolkit’ and how this, in
turn, affects downstream consequences for consumer health
and wellbeing. We also offer a counterpoint to the prevailing
notion that fast LHSs mostly have negative, and slow LHSs
positive consequences and we highlight promising future av-
enues to boost fast LHS consumers’ self-control.
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Choosing the apple over the slice of pizza, foregoing
partying with friends to study for an upcoming exam, or
going for a run in the rain instead of watching television.
Few topics have seen more research attention in the
literature in the last two decades than (the challenges
of) consumer self-controleusually defined as the extent
to which consumers are successful in inhibiting the
impulse to indulge in ad hoc temptations and instead
follow their valued long-term goals [1e3].

The term self-control is often used interchangeably with

self-regulation [e.g. Ref. [4]. However, it is probably
more correct to view both concepts as distinct, with self-
control being part of the self-regulatory repertoire and
the latter encompassing all planning, instigation, moni-
toring, and revision of thought, emotion, and action in
www.sciencedirect.com
the service of attaining desired outcomes [2]. Thus
conceptualized, exerting self-control is typically a
manifestation of inhibition (suppressing a prepotent
response), which forms part of self-regulation’s ensuing
executive functions (see Ref. [5], but see Ref. [6] for a
counterpoint), together with updating (constant moni-
toring of the environment and rapid addition/deletion of
novel information in working memory), and task shifting
(switching flexibly between tasks or mental sets.

In this review, we synthesize recent research on consumer
self-control and related self-regulatory concepts, their
consequences for consumer wellbeing, and potentially
promising avenues to remedy impaired self-control using a
specific ‘lens’ rooted in evolutionary theorizingdthe
notion of Life History Strategies (LHSs), derived from
Life History Theory (LHT) [7,8], see Figure 1]. LHT
provides an integrative framework that offers an alternative
perspective of when and why consumers tend to ‘fall prey

to temptation’ and how their self-regulatory toolkit can be
harnessed and strengthened to resist (unwanted) temp-
tations and boost self-control. Hence, as we describe next,
a life history perspective may substantially contribute to
our understanding of self-control, self-regulation, and their
consequences for consumer wellbeing.
Life history theory, Life History Strategies,
and self-control
LHT describes the strategic allocation of resources to
critical life functions: maintenance, growth, and repro-
duction [9e11]. Furthermore, LHT highlights that early
life conditions shape and calibrate one’s adaptive psy-
chological coping responses into integrated, self-
regulatory orientations to maximize reproductive poten-
tial throughout the lifespan [12]. In particular, childhood
conditions of harshness, unpredictability, and resource
scarcity signal that the future is uncertain and thus yield
what is termed a fast LHS. Coping with such stressors
affects judgment and decision-making throughout the

lifespan as a function of a self-regulatory strategy
consisting of a short-term, reward-sensitive, impulsive
approach orientation, characterized by eagerness, risk-
seeking, and an opportunistic mindset. The other end
of the continuum is a slow LHS, a function of early
childhood conditions that are more comfortable, pre-
dictable, and relatively affluent, signaling a certain and
secure future. The concomitant self-regulatory strategy
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 46:101344

mailto:b.m.fennis@rug.nl
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/18796257/vol/issue
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101344
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101344
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/2352250X
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/2352250X


Figure 1

Life history strategies: Antecedents, self-regulatory orientations, and consequences for health and wellbeing.

2 Consumer Psychology
tends to be focused on long-term goals, and a tendency
for less appetitive, more reflective, restrained judgment
and decision-making characterized by risk aversion and a
more deliberative mindset [8,9,13e15,10,16].

These features of fast and slow LHS judgment and de-
cision making tend to map well onto an earlier ‘dual-
process account’ of self-regulation that stresses self-

control exertion and self-control failure as the outcome
of a ‘tug of war’ between impulsive forces such as auto-
matic approach or avoidance processes and affective
drivers on the one hand, and reflective forces such as
conscious goals, explicit norms, or deliberate consider-
ations on the other [17] (see also [18] for a critical review
of the various dual-process theories in cognitive and
social psychology). Accordingly, to the extent that self-
control failure is conceptualized as inhibition failure,
with impulse dominating over reflection (and self-control
success as its opposite), consumers on the fast end of the

LHS continuum can be expected to experience more
challenges in this domain than their slow LHS counter-
parts. This might be particularly true for consumers in
Western consumption-oriented and obesogenic environ-
ments where consumption temptations abound [19].
Most (but not all) research tends to support that view,
not only with regard to consumption behaviors but also in
other health- and wellbeing-related domains.

When a slow life is bright, and a fast life
dark: correlational findings
Success and failure in self-control and self-regulation can
have serious consequences for health and wellbeing,
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 46:101344
especially if success (failure) rates are chronic rather
than episodic. Indeed, the consensus appears to be that
self-control and self-regulatory success improve con-
sumers’ judgments, choices, and overall wellbeing, while
failure impairs it. This holds for research using a more
‘generic’ self-control lens [20,21], and the more specific
life history perspective that we focus on here. Indeed,
the ‘bright and dark’ consequences of individual differ-

ences in LHS include, but also reach beyond, the
‘theatre of operations’ of self-control.

For example, a recent study [22] correlated LHS with a
range of adverse and sometimes maladaptive outcomes,
including psychopathology symptoms, attachment
styles, and various indices of aggression. Other research
[23] similarly found evidence of associations between
childhood unpredictability (a key antecedent of LHSs)
and externalizing behaviors (e.g., aggression). While this
study did not find evidence for an association with risk

behavior (but see Ref. [24]), it did find support for a link
with another outcome more directly related to self-
regulationddelay discounting (impatience, or the
extent of preferring smaller present over larger future
rewards). Moreover, research [25] has also documented
links with chronically impaired impulse inhibition
manifested in compulsive obsessive behaviors and
eating disorders.

A study specifically focusing on eating behavior confirms
the self-control challenges faced by fast LHS con-

sumers. This study [26] used both cross-sectional and
longitudinal data to show that fast, compared to slow,
www.sciencedirect.com

www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/2352250X


Life history strategies, self control, and wellbeing Fennis 3
LHS individuals tend to have a higher BMI and show an
increased propensity for dysregulated eating and obesity
in adulthood.

As noted, the gist of these studies dovetails with what has
been documented for (chronic) self-control as such (see
Refs. [20,21]) and paints a fairly dark picture of the self-
control consequences of a fast life history strategy (and a

bright one when it comes to a slow life history strategy).
Nevertheless, most results are correlational, thus pre-
cluding any firm statements about the direction of cau-
sality. Yet, these results converge with other studies that
used experimental methods and are reviewed next.

When a slow life is bright, and a fast life
dark: experimental findings
The previous findings showing that consumers at the

fast end of the fast-to-slow continuum are more prone to
dysregulated eating resonate with experimental
research by Hill et al. [15]. Using individual differences
in childhood SES as a proxy of LHS, they found that
while slow LHS individuals tend to regulate their food
intake as a function of their energy needs (another
marker of successful self-regulation), fast LHS in-
dividuals do not and tend to engage in the consumption
of higher amounts of food even when their energy need
is low (i.e. when they are satiated).

Other research has focused on the role of stress in the
self-regulatory behavior of fast vs. slow LHS consumers,
a factor known to affect the extent of consumer self-
control [27] negatively. For example, a recent study
showed that stress increased the tendency for hedonic
(food) consumption among fast but not slow LHS con-
sumers who appear to be able to counter the self-control
impairing effects of stress [28]. Moreover, this study also
suggested that the tendency for hedonic consumption
among fast LHS consumers is cue-driven. Under stress,
fast (but not slow) LHS consumers display an increased

sensitivity to scarcity cues indicating the desirability of
the foods. In line with these findings, Ye et al. [29] re-
ported increased overeating as a function of life-history
strategies. Of note, these researchers found that the
relationship was stronger when participants experienced
more (COVID-19-related) stress.

However, the relevance of stress for understanding the
self-regulatory behaviors of consumers differing in LHS is
not limited to food-related decision making. In a series of
studies, Griskevicius et al. [30] proposed and tested that

LHS effects may well become more pronounced under
stress conditions, given the significant role of stressful
childhood conditions as a critical antecedent of the
construct. They found that under conditions of stress
(perceived economic uncertainty) fast, rather than slow
LHS consumers tended to be more risk-seeking
(measured using the BART task [31]), displayed an
increased tendency for impulsive consumption
www.sciencedirect.com
(approaching a luxury brand), and tended to spend more
money when allowed to do so.
Counterpoint: the dark side of a slow life
The results so far suggest that consumers with a slow
LHS aremore successful in self-regulation in general and
self-control in particular, and hence better adjusted to
the demands of modern living in societies where con-
sumer temptations abound. Yet, some studies have
pointed to negative consequences of the controlled
lifestyle of slow LHS consumers, although the traces are
still only faint compared to the overwhelming volume of
findings corroborating the positive view of a slow LHS.

For one, the predictability and certainty that may give
rise to the development of a slow LHS may come at a
cost. A study [32] recently showed that its opposite,
uncertainty, and unpredictability, may facilitate savoring,
thus suggesting that compared to slow LHS consumers
with their long-term perspective, fast LHS consumers
may be better able to enjoy life’s little pleasures in the
here and now. Indeed, relatedly, Kivetz et al. [33]
recently suggested the notion of hyperopia or “reverse
self-control.” Excessive “psychological far-sightedness”
and overcontrol [33,34] may not only lead consumers to

“under-savor” and “under-indulge,” but also experience
more frequent (and possibly unnecessary) regret.
Moreover, they might sacrifice good health, meaning,
and satisfying relationships to overwork and goals that
may be too far in the distance to be attainable. More
work is needed to examine the scope and dynamics of
these downsides of a slow life history strategy.
Counterpoint: the bright side of a fast life
Apart from being able to savor the here and now more, a
fast LHS also appears to associate with a few other
positive consequences. More in particular, many
(although not all) of the negative findings reported thus
far are concerned with the inhibition component of self-
regulation’s executive functions. However, a brighter
picture emerges when we zoom in on the two other
componentsd updating and task shifting. Executive
functioning is also a function of updating pre-existing
perceptions, goals, and behaviors in working memory
in light of new information. Hence, updating is not only

dependent on working memory capacity [35] (but see
Ref. [36]) but likely also on a motivation to seek and
process novel stimuli [37]. Recent research suggests
that fast LHS consumers have an ‘edge’ over slow LHS
consumers regarding novelty seeking, particularly under
conditions of stress [38]. Under conditions of acute (but
not chronic) stress, environmental conditions of harsh-
ness that foster a fast LHS associate with increased in-
terest in new developments in science and technology,
and fast LHS consumers show increased willingness to
buy and try foods presented as novel. Interestingly,

novelty-seeking may also be related to task-shifting
[39], suggesting that individual differences in LHS
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 46:101344
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may also be consequential for this aspect of self-
regulation. More direct evidence for this notion was
found by Mittal et al. [40] in a series of studies. In
keeping with the other evidence discussed in this paper,
people who experienced unpredictable childhoods (a
presumed antecedent of a fast LHS) performed worse in
inhibition but better in shifting between tasks, partic-
ularly under conditions of uncertainty (see also [41,42]).
Improving self-control among fast LHS
consumers
To improve consumer self-control, should interventions
aim to move fast LHS consumers toward their slow

counterparts by changing their judgment and decision-
making orientation into a more deliberate and reflec-
tive one (see Ref. [43] for an overview)? This might not
be the most effective approach. Instead, it may make
more sense to connect to the fast LHS psychological
make-up to foster healthy and sustainable consumption
choices. While in its infancy, an analogous strategy to
promote improved health-related judgment and choice
under low self-control conditions has shown promise
[44,45]. Likewise, a series of recent studies “exploited”
the presumed increased sensitivity of fast LHS con-

sumers to scarcity cues [46]. In a combination of field
and online studies, this research showed thatdwhen
associated with healthy foodsdcues to scarcity
“nudged” fast LHS consumers to show an increased
willingness to try healthier foods and actually consume
them [47]. Moreover, in line with the notion that fast
LHS judgment and choice is more impulsive and
approach-oriented, increased acute craving mediated
these results. Finally, other research has extended evi-
dence that relatively simple warning cues can promote
self-regulation-related outcomes (cf. [48]). In this
research [28], cues signaling the caloric content of the

food were found to curb the attraction to palatable,
sugary foods for fast but not slow LHS consumers.
Future research might profitably explore additional av-
enues to “nudge” healthier choices and decision-making
for consumers differing in life-history strategies.
Conclusion
In conclusion, in this paper, we have reviewed recent
research suggesting that a life history perspective is
critical for understanding self-control, self-regulation,
and their consequences for consumer health and well-
being. While the gist of the research corroborates the
view that a fast LHS yields more challenges to suc-
cessful self-control and self-regulation than a slow LHS,
we have highlighted counterpoints to this consensus and
have indicated potentially promising avenues to improve

self-control among fast LHS consumers.
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