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AbStrACt
Three experiments examined the hypotheses that 1) salient counterfactual 
temptation—temptation one could have succumbed to—signals strong self-
control capacity, (2) thereby facilitating motivation for future goal pursuit. In 
Study 1, participants induced to reflect on tempting counterfactual alternatives 
to previous goal pursuits reported stronger goal and implementation intentions 
than those who reflected on factual events. As predicted, these effects were 
mediated by participants’ perceived self-control capacity. Study 2 replicated 
these findings using a behavioral task persistence measure. Study 3 found that 
counterfactual temptation facilitated intentions for future goal pursuit only 
when participants were considering their goal commitment, but not their goal 
progress. Implications for self-control dynamics and counterfactual research 
are discussed.

Keywords: counterfactuals; temptations; goals; self-control; mental simulation



2

The Tempting Roads Not Taken: The Motivating Effect of Counterfactual Temptation | 25

— We gain the strength of the temptation we resist. Ralph Waldo Emerson

IntroDuCtIon
When people pursue their everyday goals, they leave behind alternative choices 
that they did not take. Often in the course of achieving goals, these alternatives 
may be temptations. For example, a student who is studying late for an upcoming 
exam could have attended a party instead; a dieter who is having a salad 
could have had fries; a saver could have bought the latest gadget; a morning 
runner could have stayed in bed with a cup of coffee. These alternative choices 
implicate a juxtaposition of salient counterfactual temptations—pleasurable 
goal - incongruent actions one could have embraced but did not—with factual 
goal pursuits and signal successful resolution of self-control conflicts in the 
past. Although previous research has documented that resisting one temptation 
renders people less capable of resisting future temptation (e.g., Baumeister, 
Vohs, & Tice, 2007), it is less clear how salient temptation one could have 
succumbed to influences people’s perception of their self-control capacity and 
what behavioral consequences such perceptions may have. We propose that 
counterfactual temptation, rather than forming obstacles to action, actually 
provides a valuable motivational mechanism increasing goal-congruent action, 
because people will feel more capable to achieve a desired goal.

In the course of goal pursuit, the exercise of self-control often stands in 
the context of sequences of past actions toward a goal (e.g., Fishbach & Dhar, 
2005). For example, people may choose to go to the gym depending on how often 
they exercised during the past days or choosing a healthy dinner may depend 
on whether one had a healthy lunch. Extant literature, however, has described 
contrasting views on the role of past goal pursuits in self-control dynamics. 
One view holds that past self-control success initiates self-control failure. For 
example, research frequently described self-control as operating like a muscle 
which gets tired or temporarily impaired after use, thus rendering people less 
capable to exert self-control after initial exertions (e.g., Baumeister, Heatherton, 
& Tice, 1994; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000; Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998). 
Other research identified a balancing dynamic of self-control where pursuing 
one goal licenses individuals to pursue other, unrelated goals (Fishbach, 
Dhar, & Zhang, 2006; Koo & Fishbach, 2008). Fishbach and Dhar (2005), for 
example, observed that perceived goal progress when pursuing a goal acted 
as a justification for balancing between goals and temptations and hence for 
subsequent goal-incongruent behavior. Similarly, perceiving oneself as having 
invested greater effort served as a justification for indulgence (De Witt Huberts, 
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Evers, & De Ridder, 2012), committing to virtuous acts increased choice of luxury 
consumer goods (Khan & Dhar, 2006), and bringing to mind foregone indulgence 
licensed restraint eaters to succumb to temptation (Effron, Monin, & Miller, 
2013). 

In contrast to this literature, another view indicates that past self-control 
success can lead to further success. For example, Muraven (2010) showed 
that the regular practice of small acts of self-control for two weeks improved 
self-control capacity suggesting that frequent self-control success builds self-
control capability. Similarly, recent research documented that the easy recall 
of past self-control success reduced subsequent indulgent behavior (Nikolova, 
Lumberton, & Haws, 2016). Moreover, in contrast to a behavioral pattern of 
balancing between goals and temptation, research also identified a highlighting 
dynamic where restraint motivates effort to exercise further restraint at 
subsequent opportunities (Fishbach et al., 2006; Fishbach & Zhang, 2008; Koo 
& Fishbach, 2008, Fishbach, Koo, & Finkelstein, 2014). For example, perceiving 
past goal pursuits as signaling goal commitment highlights the focal goal 
thereby encouraging further goal-congruent action (Fishbach & Dhar, 2005) and 
initial success on a sub-goal motivates subsequent goal pursuits when people 
consider their commitment to a superordinate goal (Fishbach et al., 2006).

In sum, extant literature has identified instances in which past self-control 
leads either to a pattern of alternating between goals and temptation, or to a 
pattern of consistency in choosing the focal goal above temptation. However, 
it is widely underresearched how reflecting on foregone temptation influences 
the exercise of self-control. Previous research documented evidence that 
reflecting on such counterfactual temptation—past temptation one could 
have succumbed to—undermines motivation for goal pursuit (i.e., balancing). 
Specifically, Effron, Monin, and Miller (2013) found that people were less 
motivated to pursue weight loss goals when they considered how their behavior 
could have been less healthy last week. The authors argued that reflecting 
on counterfactual temptation provides a sense of goal progress and hence 
justifies moving away from goals. Our research offers an opposing prediction. 
Specifically, we propose that juxtaposing previous goal pursuit with temptation 
one could have succumbed to intensifies the experience of successful self-
control, promoting motivation for subsequent goal pursuit (i.e., highlighting). 
For example, having gone for a run in pouring rain should facilitate motivation 
more than a run in sunshine because it signals that a tempting alternative 
was overcome (e.g., stay home and go running another day) and is thus more 
diagnostic of high self-control. Similarly, choosing an apple from a dessert 
buffet full of cakes and crèmes should signal higher self-control ability than 
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taking an apple from a plate of fruit. This prediction reflects prior literature 
indicating that people often try to infer their capacity to resist temptation 
from past actions (Battaglini, Bénabou, & Tirole, 2005) and that choosing virtue 
over vice can function as a signal for strong self-control (Dhar & Wertenbroch, 
2012). Moreover, a distinctive feature of counterfactual temptation is that it 
contrasts successful goal pursuits with forgone indulgent options and research 
showed that such downward counterfactual comparisons intensify feelings of 
satisfaction with previous behavior (e.g., Roese, 1994). Finally, Higgins (2006) 
argued that overcoming personal resistance (e.g., overcoming temptation) 
forms an important motivational force and increases engagement strength with 
focal activities (see also Fishbach & Trope, 2005).

Together, the main objective of this research is twofold: First, we want to 
reconcile our proposed effects of counterfactual temptation with previous 
research (Effron et al., 2013) and delineate why and when counterfactual 
temptations lead to self-control success rather than self-control failure. 
Second, we aim to establish the concept of counterfactual thought in the self-
control literature and show that people self-generate resolved motivational 
conflicts in counterfactual thought to attest themselves high self-control 
capabilities. In what follows, we present three experiments testing our 
prediction that counterfactual temptation increases perceptions of strong self-
control capacity, shifting motivation toward the pursuit of focal goals. Study 1 
examines whether people derive elevated feelings of self-control capacity from 
generating forgone alternatives to past goal pursuits. Study 2 tests for a similar 
effect on a task persistence measure. Finally, Study 3 investigates if the effects 
of counterfactual temptation depend on whether people evaluate their goal 
commitment or goal progress.

StuDy 1
The aim of the first study was to provide initial evidence for our hypothesized 
mechanism. First, we predicted that thinking of foregone alternatives to 
previous goal-directed action motivates goal pursuit intentions and proactive 
coping strategies (i.e., how participants intend to resolve tempting situations). 
Second, we expected that these effects are mediated by increased perceptions 
of self-control capacity. 
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Method
Participants and design
Two-hundred participants were recruited via Mechanical Turk. Thirty-one 
participants were excluded from the analyses, because they failed an 
instructional manipulation check (see Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2012). 14 
participants were excluded from the experimental condition and 17 from the 
control condition. The final sample included 169 participants (86 female, MAGE = 
33.11, SDAGE = 11.85, range = 18-77).

Measures and procedure
All participants provided a short description of an important goal that they were 
attempting to attain and were asked to recall two recent situations in which 
they successfully pursued this goal. We assigned them randomly to one of two 
experimental conditions (counterfactual vs. factual). Those in the counterfactual 
temptation condition were asked to describe what else they could have done 
instead of pursuing their goal, whereas those in the factual condition received 
instruction to give a short description of their recent goal pursuits. Participants 
then rated on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) their 
perceived self-control capacity (e.g., “Right now, I feel able to work efficiently 
toward my goal”, “Right now, I feel very able to resist temptation”; α = .91), goal 
pursuit intentions (e.g., “I intend to be very determined to achieve my goal”, “I 
tend to give up on achieving my goals when they become difficult to pursue» 
[reverse coded]; α = .90), and proactive coping intentions (e.g., «If I experience 
circumstances that could distract me from my goal, I am very well prepared for 
how to follow through on my goal.”; “If I face a tempting situation that threatens 
my goal, I have very specific ideas for how to continue pursuing my goal.»; α = 
.92). At the end of the study, participants completed an item designed to control 
for differences in perceived difficulty of recalling counterfactual (vs. factual) 
events (1 = very easy, 7 = very difficult; “How difficult was it for you to think of 
[alternatives to] your recent goal pursuits?”), and the instructional manipulation 
check. We reported all measures, manipulations, and exclusions in this and all 
subsequent studies. 

results and Discussion
There was no significant difference between conditions in perceived difficulty 
to recall counterfactual (M = 2.61, SD = 1.55, n = 83) versus factual events (M 
= 2.67, SD = 1.47, n = 86), t(167) = -0.26, p = .796, d = .040. In support of our 
hypotheses, participants who generated counterfactual alternatives reported 
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greater perceived self-control capacity (M = 5.10, SD = 0.97) relative to those 
who only described recent goal pursuits (M = 4.74, SD = 1.19), t(167) = 2.11, p 
= .036, d = .325. Similarly, they indicated stronger goal intentions (M = 5.42, 
SD = 0.95 vs. M = 5.06, SD = 1.14), t(167) = 2.27, p = .025, d = .349, and stronger 
proactive coping intentions (M = 5.49, SD = 0.96 vs. M = 5.09, SD = 1.11), t(167) 
= 2.55, p = .012, d = .393. 

Next, we tested our mediation hypotheses using 5000 bootstrapped samples 
(Hayes 2012; PROCESS SPSS macro; model 4) with the counterfactual condition 
as the independent variable, self-control capacity as the mediator, and goal 
intentions as the dependent variable. Results revealed an indirect effect of self-
control on the relationship between counterfactual thinking and goal intentions 
(β = .275, 95% CI: .028 to .540). Because zero is not within the 95% confidence 
interval, we can conclude that the indirect (or mediated) effect is reliable (p 
< .05). We found similar results for the indirect effect of self-control capacity 
on the relationship between counterfactual thinking and implementation 
intentions (β = .251, 95% CI: .010 to .496). Thus, the effects of counterfactual 
alternatives on subsequent goal and implementation intentions were mediated 
by the influence of participants’ perceived capacity of self-control. 

These results provided first support for our proposed mechanism. Participants 
who generated counterfactual alternatives to previous goal pursuits perceived 
themselves as more capable of self-control than those who did not generate 
counterfactuals, suggesting that counterfactuals triggered representations of 
successfully resolved motivational conflicts. As a consequence of feeling more 
capable, they reported stronger intentions to pursue their goal and felt more 
able to proactively cope with tempting situations in the future. These findings 
indicate, contrary to previous research (Effron et al., 2013), that generating 
counterfactuals to goal pursuit increases further motivation.

StuDy 2
The key objective of this study was to corroborate and extend the Study 1 
findings with actual rather than intentional behavior. We sought to demonstrate 
that salience of the counterfactual that subjects could have withdrawn from 
participating in our study and still receive the full reward increases motivation 
to perform well on a subsequent Tower of Hanoi task. Similar to the previous 
study, we expected that any increase in task motivation would be mediated by 
participants’ stronger sense of self-control capacity. Additionally, we explored 
whether salience of the counterfactual that participants could have withdrawn 
would affect the extent to which participants felt intrinsically motivated 
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to perform well on the task. As shown in Study 1, counterfactual temptation 
facilitated people’s beliefs in their competence to resist temptation and to 
be effective in reaching their desired goals. According to Cognitive Evaluation 
Theory (CET; Deci & Ryan, 1985), contexts that promote greater perceived 
competence for a particular action enhances intrinsic motivation for that action 
because they satisfy the basic psychological need for competence. Thus, we 
expected that counterfactual temptation should enhance intrinsic motivation, 
and further predicted that this effect operates through greater perceived 
competence for self-control.

Method
Participants and design
Sixty-three University of Groningen undergraduate students (36 female, MAGE = 
20.41, SDAGE = 1.44) participated in exchange for course credit. We assigned them 
randomly to one of two experimental conditions (counterfactual temptation vs. 
control).

Measures and procedure
Participants first provided informed consent and demographic information 
about themselves. The experimenter informed participants that the aim of the 
study was to assess the cognitive ability of first-year psychology students and 
explained that they would be asked to complete a test designed to measure their 
analytical and logical thinking skills. They were further told that the test has 
shown excellent reliability in predicting the academic success of psychology 
students and that participants would receive the results of their individual 
performance. Subsequently, we reminded participants in the counterfactual 
temptation condition that they were allowed to withdraw from participation 
and still receive full course credit and asked them to indicate whether or not 
they wanted to continue. All subjects indicated that they wanted to continue. 
Participants in the control condition did not receive this reminder, however, they 
did receive the same information in the informed consent. Next, participants 
were asked to rate on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) 
their perceived self-control capacity (e.g., “Right now, I feel very able to resist 
temptation”, “If I were tempted by something right now, it would be very 
difficult to resist.” [reverse coded]; α = .85), intrinsic motivation (e.g., “I enjoy 
the challenge to test my cognitive ability in this study”; α = .84), and extrinsic 
motivation (e.g., “I take this test, because I am supposed to do so”; α = .71). 
Subsequently, participants were seated in front of a computer and introduced 
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to the Tower of Hanoi task. All participants were asked to complete three rounds 
(with five, six and seven disks respectively), and were informed afterwards that 
they were allowed to complete up to three extra voluntary rounds to improve 
their overall score. The number of completed extra rounds reflected participants’ 
task motivation and functioned as our main dependent variable ranging from 0 
to 3 rounds. Finally, we assessed as manipulation checks the availability of the 
counterfactual that participants could have withdrawn from participation (e.g., 
“I was aware during the test that I could have withdrawn from participation”;  
α = .86), and secondly, the extent to which they felt tempted by this option (e.g., 
“I felt tempted by the option to withdraw from the test”, α = .89). Participants 
were thoroughly debriefed after they completed the study.

results and Discussion
As intended, participants in the counterfactual temptation condition reported 
higher availability of the counterfactual that they could have withdrawn from 
the test and still receive the full reward (M = 4.25, SD = 1.33, n = 32) than those 
in the control condition (M = 3.36, SD = 1.65, n = 31), t(61) = 2.34, p = .022, d = 
.590. We did not find evidence, however, that they also felt more tempted by this 
counterfactual. To the contrary, those in the counterfactual condition reported 
feeling marginally less tempted by the option to withdraw from participation (M 
= 2.22, SD = 1.39) than those in the control condition (M = 2.89, SD = 1.68), t(61) 
= -1.72, p = .090, d = .433. 

In support of our predictions, participants in the counterfactual condition 
completed more extra rounds (M = 0.84, SD = 0.72) than those in the control 
condition (M = 0.48, SD = 0.63), t(61) = 2.11, p = .039, d = .532, reflecting higher 
motivation to achieve a good outcome on the Tower of Hanoi test. Similarly, 
participants in the counterfactual condition indicated feeling more self-control 
capacity (M = 5.30, SD = 0.97) than those in the control condition (M = 4.80, 
SD = 0.98), t(61) = 2.07, p = .043, d = .520, as well as marginally more intrinsic 
motivation (M = 5.31, SD = 0.92 vs. M = 4.86, SD = 1.11), t(61) = 1.72, p = .091, d 
= .433. There was no significant difference between conditions on the extrinsic 
motivation measure (M = 3.59, SD = 0.81 vs. M = 3.85, SD = 0.64), t(61) = -1.42, 
p = .162, d = .357.

As in Study 1, we used the PROCESS macro to evaluate the statistical 
significance of the diminution of the relationship between counterfactual 
temptation and task motivation (Hayes, 2012; 5000 bootstrap resamples). 
Results revealed a significant indirect effect between counterfactual 
temptation and task motivation through self-control (β = .134, 95% CI: .014 
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to .335). Similarly, the indirect effect between counterfactual temptation and 
intrinsic motivation through perceived self-control was estimated at .248. The 
95% confidence interval did not include 0 (CI: .027 to .597).

These results extend the effects of counterfactual temptation to actual 
behavior. Consistent with our previous results, salient counterfactual temptation 
facilitated task motivation on a Tower of Hanoi task and increased perceived 
self-control capacity. Moreover, participants reported feeling marginally 
more intrinsically, but not more extrinsically motivated to perform well on the 
test. We also established additional evidence for our proposed mechanism. 
Counterfactual temptation exerted its influence on task motivation and intrinsic 
motivation through greater perceived self-control. Thus, our findings so far 
suggest that counterfactual temptation induces beneficial self-attributions 
of willpower capacity, conducive to focusing motivation on the pursuit of focal 
goals. 

A potential limitation of Study 2 was an unexpected finding in one of our 
manipulation checks. Participants in the counterfactual temptation condition 
indicated to have felt less tempted by the option to withdraw from the test than 
those in the control group. This result questions whether the counterfactual that 
we made salient was indeed tempting to this group of participants. However, 
this outcome could also reflect an asymmetrical shift in motivational strength 
consistent with our hypothesis. According to previous literature, exertion 
of self-control requires a shift toward the goal and away from temptation 
(Fishbach & Converse, 2010). Hence, in a state of high self-control capacity 
participants in the counterfactual condition might have devalued the appeal of 
this forgone temptation. This would also correspond to prior research showing 
that individuals who succeed with ease judge themselves as more capable than 
those who succeed with effort (Bandura, 1986). Perceiving a counterfactual 
option as a temptation that one resisted with ease could therefore be part of 
maximizing inferences for one’s capability of self-control.

StuDy 3
To expand the scope of our research, we investigated if the effect of 
counterfactual temptation on goal-consistent choice depended on whether 
people evaluate their goal commitment or goal progress. As mentioned earlier, 
interpreting achievements in terms of general goal commitment increases 
motivation towards further goal pursuit; if, however, one interprets the same 
achievement in terms of goal progress (i.e. how far you have moved towards 
achieving your goal), it could justify easing off from further pursuits and attend to 
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other goal priorities (Fishbach & Dhar, 2005; Fishbach et al., 2006). Accordingly, 
we predicted that counterfactual temptation only fosters motivation to pursue 
a focal goal if it is perceived as reflecting goal commitment. In contrast, we 
expected that interpreting counterfactual temptation as evidence for goal 
progress decreases motivation to pursue a focal goal.

Method
Participants and design
One-hundred thirteen University of Groningen undergraduate students (68 
female, MAGE = 20.54, SDAGE = 2.06, range = 18-28) participated in exchange 
for course credit. We assigned them randomly to one of four experimental 
conditions in a 2 (counterfactual temptation vs. no counterfactual) x 2 (goal 
commitment vs. goal progress) between-subject design.

Measures and procedure
All instructions and materials were administered on the computer. Participants 
were asked to immerse themselves in a situation, in which they are studying in 
the library during the last weekend before an important exam. Participants in 
the counterfactual condition read that a friend had a party planned that they 
would have liked to attend, but that they instead had decided to study late in 
order to prepare well for the exam. Participants in the control condition read 
the same scenario, but did not receive information about the party invitation. 
Contrary to Study 2, we checked the effectiveness of the manipulation 
immediately after participants read the scenarios. Participants rated on two 
single item measures the extent to which they would have felt tempted to stop 
studying early (1 = not at all tempting, 7 = extremely tempting; “How tempted 
would you have felt to stop studying early in this situation?”) and how realistic it 
would have been for them to keep studying (1 = not at all realistic, 7 = extremely 
realistic; “How realistic would it have been for you to keep studying until late 
in the evening?”). Next, we manipulated goal focus by asking participants to 
rate on three items the extent to which they felt either goal progress (e.g., 
“Please indicate the extent to which you would feel progress toward your goal 
to achieve academic success”), or goal commitment (e.g., “Please indicate 
the extent to which you would feel commitment toward your goal to achieve 
academic success”). Ratings were made on 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very 
much). Subsequently, participants completed the self-control capacity scale (1 
= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .88; e.g., “I am able to work efficiently 
towards accomplishing the academic goals I set for myself.”). The dependent 
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measure in this study was participants goal pursuit intentions before the next 
exam (1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely; e.g., “Shortly before the next exam, I 
would study until late at night during the weekend”; Shortly before the next 
exam, I would hang out with friends.” [reverse coded]; α = .79).

results and Discussion
As intended, participants in the counterfactual condition reported that they 
would have felt more tempted to stop studying for the exam (M = 4.37, SD = 
1.59) than those in the control condition (M = 3.55, SD = 1.61), t(111) = 2.71, p 
= .008, d = .510. There was no significant difference between conditions on the 
extent to which participants felt that studying late would have been realistic for 
them (counterfactual: M = 5.23, SD = 1.27; control: M = 5.59, SD = 1.04), t(111) = 
-1.65, p = .101, d = .311.

Next, we conducted a 2 (counterfactual temptation vs. control) x 2 (goal 
commitment vs. goal progress) ANOVA with goal pursuit intentions serving as the 
dependent variable. We found marginal evidence for the predicted interaction 
effect, F(1,109) = 2.57, p = .093, ηp2 = .026. Participants in the counterfactual 
temptation condition reported stronger goal pursuit intentions when they 
reflected on their goal commitment (M = 5.45, SD = 0.94, n = 27) rather than on 
their goal progress (M = 4.92, SD = 0.84, n = 30), F(1, 109) = 4.36, p = .039, ηp2 = 
.038. There was no such difference between commitment (M = 4.87, SD = 0.96, 
n = 29) and progress (M = 4.94, SD = 1.05, n = 27) in the control condition, F(1, 
109) = 0.97, p = .756, ηp2 = .001. The main effects of counterfactual temptation 
and goal focus were non-significant; F(1, 109) = 0.48, p = .118, ηp2 = .022 and F(1, 
109) = 1.56, p = .214, ηp2 = .014 respectively. 

A similar ANOVA with self-control capacity as dependent variable revealed 
a significant main effect of counterfactual, F(1, 109) = 6.66, p = .011, ηp2 = 
.058, indicating higher scores for participants in the counterfactual temptation 
condition (M = 4.96, SD = 0.91) than for those in the control condition (M = 4.49, 
SD = 1.07). The main effect of goal focus was non-significant, F(1, 109) = 0.11, p 
= .743, ηp2 = .001. The interaction term reached marginal significance, F(1, 109) 
= 3.55, p = .062, ηp2 = .032. Simple effects analysis revealed that those with a 
commitment focus reported higher self-control capacity in the counterfactual 
condition (M = 5.18, SD = 0.85) than in the control condition (M = 4.35, SDC = 1.19), 
F(1, 109) = 9.89, p = .002, ηp2 = .083. No difference between the counterfactual 
(M = 4.77, SD = 0.93) and the control condition (M = 4.64, SD = 0.92) was found 
for progress, F(1, 109) = 0.25, p = .621, ηp2 = .002.

Again, we used the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012; 5000 bootstrap resamples) 
to evaluate whether the effect of the interaction on goal pursuit intentions was 
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mediated by self-control capacity. Results yielded a marginally significant 
indirect effect between the interaction and task motivation through self-control 
(β = .083, 90% CI: .011 to .166; see Figure 2.1). Thus, corroborating the findings 
in our previous studies, the marginal effect of the Counterfactual temptation x 
Goal focus interaction was mediated by self-control capacity.

In this study, we investigated whether the effect counterfactual temptation 
on motivation depends on whether it is perceived as evidence for commitment 
or progress toward a focal goal. As mentioned before, earlier research indicated 
that thinking about foregone indulgences licenses people to indulge (Effron et 
al., 2013). In contrast, we found evidence that tempting alternatives to goal-
directed action motivate further goal pursuits if they perceive them as signs of 
their commitment to a goal.

Figure 2.1. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between the Counterfactual 
temptation × Goal focus interaction and implementation intentions as mediated by self-regulatory 
efficacy. The standardized regression coefficient between counterfactual temptation and 
implementation intentions, controlling for self-regulatory efficacy, is in parentheses.
†  p < .10, *** p < .001

GenerAl DISCuSSIon
This research explores how salient temptation that one could have succumbed 
to in the past influences the dynamics of self-control. Building on previous 
research, which shows that recalling past self-control success can lead to 
further success (e.g., Nikolova et al., 2016), we argued that availability of 
counterfactual temptation facilitates positive perceptions of one’s self-control 
capacity and motivates the further pursuit of high-priority goals. In Study 1, 
participants who considered alternatives to previous pursuits of an important 
goal reported higher self-control capacity and expressed stronger intentions 
to pursue their focal goal. Moreover, we revealed that perceived self-control 
mediated the effect of counterfactual temptation on goal pursuit intentions. 
Study 2 moved beyond intentions to actual behavior and measured persistence 
on a Tower of Hanoi task. Participants who could have received the full reward 
without completing the study were more persistent, and reported more self-
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control capacity and intrinsic, but not extrinsic motivation. Similar to Study 1, we 
found evidence that the effect of the counterfactual temptation on persistence 
was mediated by perceived self-control and intrinsic motivation. Finally, 
in Study 3 participants only reported higher self-control capacity and goal 
pursuit intentions when counterfactual temptation was framed as evidencing 
goal commitment, but not as goal progress. Together, these studies reveal an 
important motivational source in the dynamics of self-control. The implication 
of these findings for the dynamics of self-control are straightforward: when 
counterfactual temptation highlights successful self-control in the past, people 
can become aware of their ability to resist temptation, thereby motivating 
pursuit of focal goals in the future.

Very often in self-control dynamics, success or failure does not result from a 
single restraint or indulgence but from repeated behavior. As mentioned earlier, 
previous research described contrasting views on the role of past self-control 
in current goal-directed action. One branch of studies described a dynamic of 
alternating between goals and temptation (e.g., Khan & Dhar, 2006; Baumeister 
et al., 1994), the other a dynamic of consistency (e.g., Nikolova et al., 2016). 
We believe that our findings make a crucial contribution to extant research, 
by showing that contrasting past goal pursuits with foregone temptation 
highlights focal goals, leading to consistency. First, these findings corroborate 
prior research arguing that recalling a past behavior increases the accessibility 
of cognitions supportive of that behavior, causing it to be repeated (Albarracín & 
Wyer, 2000; Mukhopadhyay, Sengupta, & Ramanathan, 2008). Most importantly 
however, we delineated why (i.e., via increased self-control strength and 
intrinsic motivation) and when (i.e., as a signal for commitment, but not 
progress) counterfactual temptations lead to self-control success rather 
than failure and thus reinstated counterfactual temptation as an adaptive 
motivational mechanism into the literature. Our finding that the motivational 
effect of counterfactual temptation is conditional on goal focus (Fishbach 
& Dhar, 2005) could reconcile our consistency effects and previous research 
that found associations between foregone temptation and licensing behavior 
among restrained eaters (Effron et al., 2013; Study 1). Specifically, the dieters 
might have been more motivated to indulge and interpret past temptation as 
progress towards their weight loss goal, whereas participants in our research 
might have been relatively more motivated to resist temptation thus perceive 
previous self-control success as evidence for their commitment. We also found 
that counterfactual thinking promotes positive self-evaluations of one’s self-
control strength suggesting that people deliberately generate past self-control 
conflicts that were successfully resolved. This motivational mechanism may 
occur strategically rather than accidentally to foster motivation for subsequent 
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goal adherence. Zhang & Fishbach (2010), for example, documented that 
people make strategic optimistic predictions to increase motivation when they 
anticipate obstacles that may interfere with their goals. 

Furthermore, our research contributes to existing literature by providing 
an alternative process-level explanation of consistency in subsequent acts of 
self-control. Previous research demonstrated a goal activation mechanism to 
explain the effects of past temptation on switching and consistency patterns of 
self-control (Mukhopadhyay et al., 2008). Our findings suggest a self-perception 
mechanism: salient counterfactual temptation fosters perceptions of self-
control capacity, thereby highlighting the pursuit of a focal goal. This theoretical 
reasoning is encouraged by extant research arguing that resisting temptation 
represents a gratifying sign of willpower (Prelec & Bodner, 2003; Dhar & 
Wertenbroch, 2012), and self-control is driven by the positive identities that 
arise from resisting temptation and adhering to personal or societal higher-order 
pursuits (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Gollwitzer, Wicklund, & Hilton, 1982). Moreover, 
counterfactual temptation conveys that a goal was successfully pursued 
despite an alluring constraint, something to take credit for, and feel confident 
about. Kelley’s (1971) augmenting principle specifies that “if for a given effect, 
both a plausible inhibitory cause and a plausible facilitating cause are present, 
the role of the facilitative cause in producing the effect will be judged greater” 
(p. 12). We take this reasoning a step further to argue that, paradoxically, the 
inhibitory cause can actually strengthen inference of facilitations, because an 
obstacle has been overcome, strengthening self-attributions of positive intent 
and will power.

Finally, our research has implications for existing literature on the role of 
counterfactual thoughts in goal pursuit. The role of downward counterfactuals 
for self-regulation is twofold: Comparing an actual outcome to how it could 
have gone worse, is likely to result in an increased positive affect (Roese, 1994). 
However, there are also motivational benefits of downward counterfactuals. 
McMullen and Markman (2000) showed that negative affect elicited by 
downward counterfactuals served as an important motivator for future behavior, 
independent of the specific thought content. In the present study, a different 
type of motivational effect was found. Reflecting on resisting temptations 
serves as a stepping stone for exerting more self-control and energy investment 
in pursuing the respective goal. The current data may therefore serve as 
evidence for a content-specific motivational effect of downward counterfactual 
alternatives. Previous theorizing mostly assumed this type of effect to be tied 
to upward counterfactual thoughts (Epstude & Roese, 2008). The present 
findings demonstrate that downward counterfactuals motivate individuals by 
highlighting focal goals, thereby facilitating the respective behavior.
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