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It is easy to judge others who succumb to temptation. For instance, the 
presumably most influential temptation story in all literature—the fall of 
Adam and Eve—makes one wonder: who in the right mind would risk eternal 
life in paradise in exchange for an apple? Early clerics judged Adam and Eve 
so harshly for giving in to temptation and biting the forbidden fruit that they 
formulated the original sin, putting the entire Christian fellowship in a constant 
state of atonement. In hindsight, however, we may have to conclude that since 
biblical times and despite clerical efforts, humanity has not become much 
stronger willed to refrain from temptation. In fact, today we may wonder: who 
in the right mind would risk their lives and text while driving? And who would 
risk a serious amount of debt for the instant pleasure of buying or jeopardize 
an academic degree just to spend more time on social networks? Some may 
judge these behaviors as the irresponsibilities usually committed by the weak-
minded, yet failure to constrain undesirable behaviors is so pervasive that those 
without such sin may (to maintain the biblical metaphor) cast the first stone. 
In fact, we may need to accept that the restraint of unwanted desires in favor 
of pursuing long-term goals is not easily accomplished; many may be able to 
succeed sometimes, but none of us can succeed all the time and many of us 
fail regularly and systematically. The rapid rise in personal debt, educational 
failure, obesity, addiction, prejudice, and failure to maintain a healthy life style 
are just a few illustrations of issues that plague modern societies and which 
can at least partially be attributed to the consistent and repeated failure to 
restrain temptation. Accordingly, the practical significance of studying the 
motivational antagonist of temptation—self-control—seems unquestionable. 
This dissertation endorses this significance and aims to identify self-control 
strategies to counteract self-control failures and instead act in accordance 
with long-term interests. Specifically, the following chapters address the 
questions of how people can maintain their self-control after previous success 
to adhere to a goal, how they bounce back from past self-control failure, and 
how anticipating alternative actions helps to prepare for potential motivational 
conflicts in the future.

SelF-Control
Self-control is a fundamental and distinctively human capacity enabling people 
to override conflicting motivations from temptations, impulses, competing goals, 
or habitual responses in order to pursue higher-order goals (e.g., Baumeister 
& Heatherton, 1996; Fishbach, Zhang, & Koo, 2009) and may be defined as the 
“control over the self by the self” (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). Although the 
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terms self-control and self-regulation are often used synonymously, the present 
dissertation distinguishes between these concepts. Self-regulation refers to a 
general, regulatory cycle of testing the current state against a relevant standard. 
When a discrepancy between the desired and present state is detected, people 
can initiate operations to eliminate this discrepancy, test the modified state 
again and continue the process until a test reveals that the standard has been 
attained, whereupon the person exits the regulatory cycle (known as TOTE 
feedback loops, an acronym for test, operate, test, exit; Carver & Scheier, 1981; 
Baumeister & Exline, 2000). For example, an athlete may want to increase his 
aerobic fitness. He calculates what performance he wants to achieve (test), 
starts exercising (operate), and then measures his fitness (test). If the test 
still reveals a discrepancy between the present and the desired performance, 
he may re-calculate the fitness goal (test) or continue exercising (operate). If 
the test indicates that the desired performance has been reached, he stops 
exercising or sets a new goal (exit). According to Baumeister (2002; Baumeister 
& Exline, 2000), self-control specifies the operate phase, in which the long-term 
goal is prioritized over the short-term benefit, reducing the discrepancy to the 
desired standard (Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009). 

A considerable amount of research has investigated self-control as a 
personality trait that evolves with age, with Mischel’s pioneering work on delayed 
gratification paving the way for current research (e.g., Mischel & Ebbesen, 1970; 
Mischel, Ebbesen, & Zeiss, 1972). Recent prospective longitudinal studies 
have attested that higher levels of self-control earlier in life predict later 
academic achievement and attainment (Duckworth & Carlson, 2013; Mischel, 
2014), prosocial behavior (Eisenberg et  al., 2009), employment, earnings, 
savings, and physical health (Moffitt et al., 2011). In fact, self-control predicts 
many beneficial outcomes at least as well as either general intelligence or 
socioeconomic status (Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; 
Moffitt et al., 2011). In contrast, lower levels of self-control are a considerable 
risk factor and associated with inappropriate goal setting, overspending, crime, 
overeating, drug abuse, procrastination, and impulsive behavior (e.g., Friese & 
Hofmann, 2009; Baron, 2003; Baumeister & Tierney, 2011; Tangney, Baumeister, 
& Boone, 2004; Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996). 

However, self-control is not an individual difference variable alone, but the 
exercise of self-control is also dynamic and state-dependent. One stream of 
research proposed that self-control exertions draw from a limited cognitive 
resource, which analogous to a muscle, becomes temporarily depleted 
after use (a state termed ego depletion) and restores its full capacity after a 
sufficient period of rest (e.g., Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1994; Baumeister, 
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Bratslavsky, Muraven & Tice, 1998; Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 2007). To illustrate 
the ego depletion effect, one study documented that resisting the temptation 
to eat a freshly baked chocolate cookie resulted in reduced persistence on a 
subsequent problem-solving task (Baumeister et al., 1998, Study 1). 
In contrast, another stream of research proposed that the effect of ego depletion 
might not be the result of lost self-control resources, but rather of motivational 
and attentional shifts between self-restraint and self-reward (e.g., Inzlicht & 
Schmeichel, 2012; Inzlicht, Schmeichel, & McCrae, 2014). Moreover, Job, Dweck 
and Walton (2010) argue that depletion after self-control exertion depends 
on a person’s belief about whether willpower is a limited resource.   However, 
irrespective of the underlying mechanism, the predicted behavioral outcome is 
identical. People may well be able to refrain from unwanted behavior some time, 
but none of us are able to refrain themselves all the time. After a tiring day at 
work, an hour at the gym, a healthy dinner, and getting the kids to bed, watching a 
high-brow movie with a celery snack may just exceed most people’s capabilities, 
be it because of depletion or a motivational shift. Together, the self-control 
literature has provided us with a thorough understanding of the limitations 
of self-control. This focus on self-control failure, however, also spotlights the 
need to understand when and why individuals succeed, which forms the main 
ambition of this dissertation. Before immersing into the details of the following 
empirical research, however, we first need to establish that people rarely hold 
single motivations, but strive to attain multiple goals simultaneously. Thus, to 
understand successful self-control, we need to consider how people distribute 
their self-regulatory efforts in a dynamic multi-goal context.

the DynAMICS oF SelF-reGulAtIon
In most previous research on self-regulation, the basic unit of investigation 
has been the activation of a single goal and the initiation of a single goal-
consistent action, where the focus was thus on a single goal - single action unit 
(Fishbach, 2009; Aarts, Gollwitzer, & Hassin, 2004; Shah & Kruglanski, 2003). 
Work on the dynamics of self-regulation deviates from this research tradition 
in two important ways. Firstly, this work understands that in real-life contexts, 
people rarely hold single motivations at a time, but rather a multitude of (often 
competing) motivations simultaneously. For example, many people may wish to 
attain multiple long-term goals at once, such as a successful career, a healthy 
life style, regular exercise, a happy family, money, and spend time with friends. 
Research on the dynamic processes of self-regulation assumes that the 
simultaneous pursuit of such diverse motivations frequently poses self-control 
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dilemmas when a higher-order goal that offers long-term benefits conflicts with 
a lower-order goal that offers short-term benefits (Ainslie, 1992; Baumeister, 
et al., 1994; Kivetz & Simonson, 2002; Fishbach & Zhang, 2008; Rachlin, 2000; 
Thaler, 1991). The successful resolution of such conflicts in favor of a higher-
order goal depends on the efficiency of one’s self-control strategies. Secondly, 
research on the dynamics of self-regulation assumes that goal-directed actions 
are rarely chosen and pursued in isolation, but rather in a series of sequential 
action. Therefore, this research addresses the influence of prior as well as 
planned future actions on people’s choice of actions in the present (Fishbach & 
Zhang, 2007; Read, Loewenstein, & Rabin, 1999; Simonson, 1990). For example, 
a visit to a restaurant may activate several potentially inconsistent goals at the 
same time when a person wants to select food that is inexpensive, healthy, and 
tasty. Moreover, people usually have the option to make successive choices 
from a menu, and might therefore choose an inexpensive starter, a healthy main 
course, and a tasty desert to balance the goals, or they might highlight their 
most important goal and order accordingly (Fishbach & Zhang, 2007). 

Together, research on the dynamics of self-regulation posits that attending 
to one goal in a multi-goal context inevitably implies the neglect of other goals, 
and in order to achieve multiple goals over time, self-regulation efforts have to 
change dynamically between different motivations over a series of sequential 
behaviors (Fishbach et al., 2009; Tourè-Tillery & Fishbach, 2011). In sequential 
goal-directed action, previously neglected goals may subsequently receive 
greater priority and rebound, whereas the initial high-priority goal may move 
to the background; or alternatively, a focal goal may be highlighted and the 
motivational priority of neglected goals declines further. Accordingly, when 
we consider that self-regulation is embedded in sequences of action that 
either balance between pursuing focal and background goals or highlight the 
pursuit of the focal goal, we need to explore patterns of self-regulation when 
a person considers previous goal-directed action as well as plans for future 
goal pursuits. This latter notion, in particular, provided the fruitful starting 
point for this dissertation and reflects the guiding thread through the following 
research. Specifically, Chapter 2 addresses self-control operations when people 
consider previous success to adhere to a goal, whereas Chapter 3 examines 
how previous self-control failure affects people’s motivation to recommit to a 
goal. Subsequently, Chapter 4 addresses self-control activation when people 
prepare for future goal pursuit. The following sections will briefly outline the 
existing literature in each of these contexts.
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SelF-reGulAtIon In the Context oF PASt SuCCeSS
Goal persistence can be depicted as a function of the goal’s value × expectancy 
of attainment (e.g., Liberman & Förster, 2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974). 
Successful goal pursuit may therefore increase subsequent motivation by 
promoting outcome expectancies as well as the perception that the goal is 
valuable, thus encouraging people to invest additional effort in pursuit of the 
same goal (see Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012). Consistent with this notion, 
a pivotal finding in the attitudes literature is that people are motivated to be 
consistent and express stable preferences over time (Bem, 1972; Cialdini, Trost, 
& Newsom, 1995; Festinger, 1957; Ross & Wilson, 2002). Moreover, Bem’s (1972) 
self-perception theory proposes that people infer their stable preferences from 
reflections on their past behavior. For example, after a successful visit to the 
gym, the likelihood to go to the gym at the next opportunity should increase, 
because people may infer that they value exercising and are able to successfully 
pursue exercising goals. Similarly, literature on goal research has frequently 
attested that past success to adhere to a goal motivates further goal pursuit as it 
promotes outcome expectancies; thus, success increases commitment defined 
as a sense that the goal is valuable and expectancy of attainment is high (see 
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974; Liberman & Förster, 2008; Vroom, 1964; Fishbach et al., 
2009). Self-efficacy theory (e.g., Bandura, 1977, 1991), for example, suggests that 
past experiences of mastery elevate people’s sense of self-efficacy to reach an 
expected outcome, which in turn feeds into additional effort investment. Thus, 
according to this research, success in adhering to a focal goal should promote 
further motivation for goal pursuit—a dynamic of highlighting rather than 
balancing—because people feel that they are capable and committed towards 
achieving the goal. Another stream of research, however, suggests an opposing 
prediction; that is, prior success in pursuing a goal induces balancing dynamics 
of alternating between different motivations.

As indicated earlier, the cybernetic model of self-regulation (Carver 
& Scheier, 1981, 1990) defines the process of self-regulation as closing 
discrepancies between a current state and a desired end state. Specifically, 
the model postulates that individuals who wish to attain a certain outcome 
constantly monitor their progress towards this end state by comparing it with 
their current state. The size of the discrepancy between both states indicates 
the amount of effort needed to reach the desired standard. That is, if a person 
detects that progress towards the standard is developing at a slower rate 
than expected, the person experiences negative affect and increases effort; 
however, if progress exceeds the expected rate, the person experiences positive 
affect and the motivational system temporarily shifts to coast to slow down 
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subsequent efforts (Carver & Scheier, 1990). A key prediction from this model is 
therefore that people will reduce effort investment in their goal if past success 
indicates that progress toward a goal exceeds expectation. 

Consistent with this prediction, research on self-licensing proposes that 
previous goal success can function as a justification for temporarily moving 
away from a high-priority goal to attend to another motivation—thus a dynamic 
of balancing. For example, research indicated that perceptions of having 
invested greater effort licensed subsequent indulgence (De Witt Huberts, 
Evers, & De Ridder, 2012), committing to virtuous acts increased choice of 
vice consumer goods (Khan & Dhar, 2006), thinking of a prior instance where 
people had exercised restraint by not buying an attractive product increased 
hedonic choice (Mukhopadhyay & Johar, 2009), and bringing to mind foregone 
indulgence increased the likelihood to succumb to temptation (Effron, Monin, & 
Miller, 2013). Thus, in these instances perceptions of sufficient progress due to 
past goal adherence reduced further effort investment and justified attending 
to other motivations.

Together, the research reviewed in this section identified conditions under 
which past success either leads to a dynamic of highlighting a focal goal due 
to increased efficacy and commitment, or to a dynamic of balancing between 
goals due to a sense of sufficient goal progress. Fishbach and colleagues 
combined these opposing predictions in a single framework and aimed to 
identify variables that determine the degree to which individuals interpret goal 
actions in terms of expressing commitment or making progress (e.g., Fishbach 
et al., 2009; Fishbach, Eyal, & Finkelstein, 2010). Specifically, Fishbach and 
Dhar (2005) showed that actions that signal commitment to a goal enhance 
subsequent pursuit of the focal goal, whereas actions that signal goal progress 
enhance the pursuit of alternative goals. Similarly, Fishbach, Dhar, and Zhang 
(2006) documented that when people consider success on a single subgoal, 
further action toward achieving a superordinate goal is seen as a substitute 
and is therefore less likely to be pursued. However, when people consider their 
commitment to a superordinate goal based on initial success on a subgoal, 
people are more likely to embrace subsequent goal-congruent action because 
it is seen as complementary.

SelF-reGulAtIon In the Context oF PASt FAIlure
Similar to self-regulation in the context of success, self-regulatory responses 
to failure can essentially take one of two trajectories: people can either 
highlight and thus recommit to the pursuit of a focal goal or they continue 
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attending to other motivations and thus fail repeatedly, eventually abandoning 
the goal. However, the extant literature indicates the motivational pattern of 
past failure is opposite to success; that is, failure-contexts motivate further 
goal pursuit when success is demotivating, and has discouraging effects when 
success encourages additional goal pursuit (Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012; 
Finkelstein & Fishbach, 2012). For example, Carver and Scheier’s cybernetic 
model (1980) proposes that negative feedback on insufficient progress should 
be more motivating for effort investment than positive feedback on sufficient 
progress, because negative feedback emphasizes a larger discrepancy between 
the current and the desired state. Thus, according to this reasoning, failures 
in self-regulation increase subsequent goal pursuit when the motivational 
system detects that progress develops at a slower rate than expected (Carver 
& Scheier, 1990). Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) makes a similar point 
postulating that people are motivated to reach a condition where their actual 
self-concept matches a personally relevant internal standard. Specifically, if 
people experience a discrepancy between a relevant self-standard (e.g., one’s 
self-control strength) and an action that reflects on the self-concept (e.g., 
self-control failure), people are motivated to initiate action to meet their self-
standard (e.g., activate self-control). Research by Fishbach and colleagues 
again provides evidence for this prediction and documents that initial failure 
to adhere to a goal motivates subsequent effort to pursue a goal if it signals a 
lack of progress (e.g., Fishbach, et al., 2006; Fishbach & Dhar, 2006; Fishbach 
et al., 2010; Fishbach & Shaddy, 2016). In addition, other research reported 
consistent findings that initial failure increased motivation when people 
perceived failure as irrelevant for future performance (Brickman, Linsenmeier, 
& McCareins, 1976) and people who made an impulsive decision were less 
likely to respond impulsively again on a subsequent impulsive choice (Dholakia, 
Gopinath, & Bagozzi, 2005). Finally, evidence for the regulatory effect of failure 
stems from research on counterfactual thinking. In fact, counterfactual 
thoughts are primarily triggered in response to failed goal pursuits and fulfill a 
crucial regulatory function in correcting behavior and preparing for future goal 
attainment (Epstude & Roese, 2011, 2008). 

In contrast, another stream of research proposes that previous goal 
failure initiates further failure. Contrary to the beneficial effects of previous 
success on people’s efficacy beliefs to attain a desired outcome, failure 
frequently reduces perceived self-efficacy to achieve goals, which in turn 
has been documented to result in demotivation, lower goal commitment and 
consequently lower performance (Bandura & Simon, 1977; Soman & Cheema, 
2004). Thus, consistent with the function of goal persistence as the product of 
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a goal’s value and its expectancy of attainment (e.g., Liberman & Förster, 2008; 
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974), a reduced sense of efficacy may increase the likelihood 
of further failure, because people infer low goal commitment (i.e., low value and 
low attainment expectancy). A similar notion is brought forward by Weiner’s 
attribution theory (Weiner & Kukla, 1970) suggesting that people who attribute 
failure to a lack of ability will reduce subsequent goal achievement, because 
successful attainment appears out of reach. Consistent with this theoretical 
notion, research on the “what-the-hell effect” posits that initial self-control 
failure can beget a downward spiral of subsequent failure, leading to (temporary) 
disengagement from a goal (Cochran & Tessser, 1996). For example, research 
documented a tendency to give up on a dieting goal as a result of initial failure 
to refrain from tempting food choices (e.g., “what the hell, I already had a burger, 
let me get the ice cream, too”; Polivy & Herman,1985; Polivy & Herman, & Deo, 
2010). Similarly, Soman and Cheema (2004) found that people were less likely 
to adhere to their saving objectives after their saving goal was initially violated.

Together, the existing literature on past self-control success and past failure 
suggests opposing implications for motivation. That is, when past behavior 
signals high commitment, success encourages motivation for further goal 
pursuit more than failing to attend to the goal. Conversely, when past behavior 
signals progress towards a goal, failure to attend to the goal encourages 
subsequent goal pursuit more than success (see Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012). 
The research presented in Chapter 3 and 4 focuses on these motivational 
mechanisms.

SelF-reGulAtIon In the Context oF Future exPeCtAtIon
The ability to anticipate future events is one of the primary human strengths 
as it regulates present behavior in consideration of consequences, outcomes, 
or implications of future action. For example, a person who wishes to increase 
fitness may refrain from unhealthy high-calorie food because it would undermine 
future goal attainment. As such, anticipating the future is imperative for self-
regulation as it enables people to modify their current behavior to promote goal 
attainment in the future (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1996; Muraven, 
Shmueli, & Burkley, 2006). The motivational mechanisms of when future events 
shape self-control operations in the present have been addressed by research 
on Counteractive Control Theory (Fishbach & Trope, 2005; Myrseth, Fishbach, 
& Trope, 2009; Sheldon & Fishbach, 2011; Trope & Fishbach, 2000; Zhang & 
Fishbach, 2010). Counteractive control theory describes the process by which 
individuals offset the adverse effects of temptation on goal attainment. 
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Specifically, when people expect that a future conflict between inconsistent 
motivations could threaten goal attainment (e.g., having unhealthy food versus 
gaining fitness), they activate counteractive control strategies to secure future 
goal pursuit. The essence of these strategies involves an asymmetrical shift in 
the motivational strengths of conflicting options; an increase in motivation to 
attend to a focal goal and a decrease in motivation to embrace a lower-order 
temptation. These asymmetric shifts in motivational strength can be attained 
by modulating the situation or by modulating the mental representation of the 
situation (see Fishbach & Converse, 2011 for a review). For example, research 
documented that people who expected a self-control conflict imposed rewards 
on themselves for goal-congruent behavior and penalties for failing to act in 
accordance with their goal (Fishbach & Trope, 2000). For example, smokers 
preferred to buy their cigarettes by the pack, rather than in 10-pack saving 
cartons, to pre-commit themselves to reduce smoking (Wertenbroch, 1998). 
Similarly, people may make optimistic predictions of future engagement with 
their goal and disengagement from conflicting actions to impose a higher 
performance standard on themselves (Zhang & Fishbach, 2010), form “cool”, 
abstract, or psychologically distant mental representations of conflicting 
options to decrease their motivational strength (Fujita, Trope, Liberman, & 
Levin-Sagi, 2006; Mischel & Ayduk, 2004), or bolster the value of high-order 
goals and devalue low-order options (Myrseth et al., 2009). Moreover, in another 
line of research, studies on mental contrasting showed that identifying the 
discrepancy between a present state and goal achievement was the first step in 
motivating goal pursuit (Oettingen et al., 2009).

The activation of these counteractive control strategies depends crucially 
on the anticipation of future outcomes; that is, people only exercise self-control 
when they anticipate a motivational conflict. Consistent with this assumption, 
research found that people activate self-control in conditions that promote 
conflict identification, but not when they are oblivious to a motivational 
conflict. For example, representing future temptation as interrelated choices 
activated self-control, because people considered the aggregated cost 
of giving in to temptation multiple times; however, when temptation was 
perceived as an isolated choice, people did not activate counteractive control 
(Sheldon & Fishbach, 2015; Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009; Read et al., 1999; Read, 
Loewenstein, & Kalyanaraman, 1999). Similarly, a series of studies documented 
that temptation cues (e.g., cake) activated the conflicting goal (e.g., dieting; 
Fishbach, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2003), that people activated self-control 
when healthy and tempting food was presented separately (i.e., conflicting) 
rather than together (i.e., complementing), or that actions people deem as 
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diagnostic for their self-concepts are more likely to evoke self-control conflicts 
(Touré-Tillery & Fishbach, 2015). Together, research on counteractive control 
theory stresses the importance of foreseeing the effect of future outcomes 
on expected outcomes and describes the mechanism people initiate to 
secure unfettered goal attainment. We will address the effect of goal pursuit 
expectations on counteractive control in Chapter 4.

AIMS AnD overvIew oF thIS DISSertAtIon
As indicated earlier, the empirical research in this dissertation aims to investigate 
self-control operations when goal-directed actions stand in the context of 
previous self-control success, previous self-control failure, and expectations of 
future goal-directed action. With this emphasis on evaluating past outcomes and 
predicting future outcomes, the present dissertation reflects the consecutive 
tasks involved in successful self-regulation defined in the Rubicon model of 
action phases (Gollwitzer, 1987, 1990; Heckhausen, 1987, 1991; Heckhausen 
& Gollwitzer, 1986, 1987; Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2007). Specifically, the model 
decomposes goal-directed action in four phases each associated with different 
modes of thought and action: (1) the predecisional stage, in which people 
choose between different goals by assessing the desirability and feasibility of 
expected outcomes, (2) the preactional phase, in which the implementation of 
the desired goal is planned, (3) the actional phase, in which people initiate and 
complete goal-directed action, and finally (4) the postactional phase, in which 
the outcomes are evaluated by assessing what has been achieved and what still 
needs to be achieved by further goal-directed action. In contemplation of the 
self-control research reviewed so far, counteractive control strategies manifest 
in the preactional phase since these mechanisms are designed to implement 
strategies for successful goal pursuit, whereas the actual exercise of self-
control occurs in the actional phase. The overall aim of the research presented 
in this dissertation is to advance the understanding of the motivational 
processes in the postactional and predecisional phases as determinants for the 
implementation and exercise of self-control. These research aims are threefold 
and addressed in three empirical chapters. 

Firstly, Chapter 2 aims to contribute to the understanding of postactional 
processes when successful goal pursuit is the reference point for evaluation. As 
noted earlier, extant literature has described opposing implications of previous 
goal success on subsequent motivation. That is, attending to a goal was found 
to highlight the goal and thus motivate further pursuit if the success signals 
goal commitment; however, if attending to a goal signals progress, people 
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tend to balance between different goals and thus temporarily move away from 
the focal goal (e.g., Fishbach & Dhar, 2005; Finkelstein & Fishbach, 2012). The 
research presented in Chapter 2 examines a motivational mechanism that has 
received only sporadic attention in this context—counterfactual temptation. 
Specifically, counterfactual temptation describes past goal-inconsistent action 
one could have embraced but managed not to and juxtaposes previous goal 
pursuit with the temptation one resisted. Building on previous counterfactual 
literature (e.g., Epstude & Roese, 2011, Roese & Epstude, 2017), we propose that 
this juxtaposition intensifies the experience of personal success and reflects 
positively on one’s commitment and perceived efficacy to adhere to goals in the 
future. For example, a morning run in the rain contrasts successful goal pursuit 
with a highly available counterfactual temptation (e.g., one could have skipped 
the workout and stayed nice and dry at home), signaling commitment and high 
efficacy for self-control. We present evidence for this prediction in three studies 
employing intentional as well as behavioral outcome measures.

Secondly, Chapter 3 aims to contribute to the understanding of postactional 
processes when failed goal pursuit is the reference point for evaluation. Previous 
research indicated that goal failure reflects negatively on self-evaluations and 
can beget a chain of further self-control failure (e.g., Soman & Cheema, 2004; 
Cochran & Tesser, 1996). In contrast, the research presented in Chapter 3 argues 
that people can frame self-control failures as exceptions from usual behavior 
to avert the negative self-implications of failure. Specifically, we propose that 
people who represent past self-control failure as an exception do not perceive 
failure as relevant for self-evaluations (i.e., non-diagnostic for the self) and 
therefore experience a discrepancy between failure and their usual ability to 
adhere to goals. Consistent with previous research (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1981, 
1990; Higgins, 1987), people should be motivated to eliminate this perceived 
discrepancy and thus increase effort investment in their goal. In contrast, 
perceiving failure as repeating behavior rather than as an exception results in 
negative self-evaluations and hence demotivates the further pursuit of a goal. 
This motivational pattern is put to the test in three studies. 

Thirdly, Chapter 4 addresses self-control processes in the predecisional 
phase when people evaluate future goal pursuits. As noted earlier, research 
on counteractive control theory documented that people activate specific 
self-control strategies when temptation threatens future goal adherence to 
offset the influence of temptation on goal attainment (e.g., Fishbach & Trope, 
2000; Myrseth et al., 2009). The research presented in Chapter 4 investigates 
the influence of anticipating prefactual alternatives on the activation of 
counteractive control operations. Prefactuals represent the mental simulation 



1

General Introduction | 21

of future action-outcome linkages (e.g., “If I take action X, it will lead to outcome 
Y.”; Epstude, Scholl, & Roese, 2016), and hence function as reference points for 
evaluating a possible future outcome with an expected outcome. For example, in 
prefactual thought a student who wishes to pass an upcoming exam evaluates 
future alternatives according to their efficacy to generate the expected outcome. 
That is, spending a day at the library would be evaluated as an efficient measure, 
whereas meeting up with friends would likely lead to an undesired outcome. 
Thus, we argue that anticipating prefactual alternatives is a pivotal component 
of identifying future motivational conflicts and aim to provide first evidence 
that people self-impose motivational conflicts in prefactual thought to secure 
future goal attainment. This prediction is tested in five studies.

Together, the empirical chapters comprise eleven studies to address a 
number of theoretical objectives that have thus far remained neglected or 
controversial in the existing self-control literature. Chapter 5 will provide a 
summary and discussion of the empirical outcomes described in the previous 
chapters, devoting specific attention to the overarching theoretical and practical 
implications of the current research.
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