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AbStrACt
We explore how representing previous goal failure as exceptions—deviations 
from usual behavior—impacts the motivation to re-engage with the goal. 
Perceiving failure as exceptions improves goal adherence by eliciting 
representations that one’s self-control capacity is higher than failure suggests. 
We find in Study 1 that isolated failure is more likely perceived as an exception 
than interrelated failure, thereby reducing negative self-implications and 
increasing saving intentions. Study 2 shows that perceiving failure as exceptions 
(vs. no exception) increases goal adherence via an elevated sense of self-control 
capacity and that perceiving success as an exception undermines goal pursuit 
intentions. Study 3 finds behavioral evidence for this mechanism. Together, 
these results suggest that framing failure as exceptions triggers perceptions of 
relatively stronger self-control, thereby motivating reform from previous failure.

Keywords: goal failure, self-control, exceptions, motivation, choice bracketing
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IntroDuCtIon
People frequently fail to control their impulses. Students who need to prepare 
for an important exam procrastinate on social media, persons who want to 
become fit eat fatty food instead of working out, employees who want to be 
promoted show up late at work, and savers cannot resist an impulsive purchase 
online. Prior research has frequently suggested that self-control failure sets in 
motion a vicious circle of further self-control failure (Soman & Cheema, 2004; 
Polivy & Herman, 2002). Indeed, many problems that plague modern societies 
may at least partly be rooted in behavioral patterns of repeated self-control 
failure, such as the increasing rates of obesity or personal debt. However, if 
failure begets further failure, how do people break out of this circle? 

Previous research on choice bracketing has pointed to the implications for 
self-control to perceive choices as isolated events or as interrelated events 
(Read, Loewenstein, & Rabin, 1999). People are aware that it is not the single 
burger that causes obesity, and it is not the single cigarette that makes a 
smoker. Accordingly, when temptation is anticipated as an isolated opportunity 
to indulge, the consequences appear negligible and restraint not necessary. 
However, if temptation is anticipated in relation to other choices, people tend to 
assess all the consequences together and activate self-control (e.g., Sheldon & 
Fishbach, 2015). The present research echoes the importance of this mechanism; 
yet, we argue that the pattern should reverse for past self-control failures. 
Specifically, we propose that viewing past failure as an interrelated event should 
cause negative self-attributions and hence de-motivate reengagement with a 
goal. In contrast, perceiving past failure as an isolated event should not reflect 
negatively on one’s self-control ability. Instead, isolated failure should appear 
as an exception from usual behavior, signaling that failure is atypical and that 
additional effort is needed to re-engage with the goal. Thus, our research argues 
that paradoxically, failure can motivate goal pursuit when it is perceived as an 
exception proving the rule that usually, one is better at adhering to goals. 

Sequential Self-Control
How people deal with self-control conflicts when a lower-order temptation 
competes with a higher-order goal has inspired much research (e.g., Fishbach, 
Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2003; Fishbach & Shah, 2006; Baumeister, Heatherton, 
& Tice, 1994; Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009; Trope & Fishbach, 2000). The majority 
of these investigations examined the strategies people use to exert self-control 
in the context of an isolated goal-related decision. In real life, however, these 
decisions seldom occur in isolation, but stand in relation to past and future 
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opportunities to adhere to a goal (Khan & Dhar, 2007). For example, a dieter who 
just successfully decided for a low-calorie main course may face another self-
control decision at the dessert table. These sequential choices are dependent 
on rather than independent from each other (Dhar & Simonson, 1999; Fishbach 
& Dhar, 2005; Fishbach, Dhar, & Zhang, 2006; Fishbach & Zhang, 2008; Koo & 
Fishbach, 2008). A healthy main course may, for instance, justify an unhealthy 
dessert choice when people balance previous goal-consistent choiceand 
temptation in the present. Accordingly, successful attainment of long-term goals 
requires the sequential application of self-control; neither a single success 
nor a single failure will decide over success in the long run. However, since 
occasional self-control failure is practically unavoidable in the pursuit of long-
term goals, success is at least partly determined by how we respond to failure 
(Zemack-Rugar, Corus, & Brinberg, 2012). Responses to failure can essentially 
take one of two trajectories: people can either recommit and continue to pursue 
the goal or they can fail repeatedly, eventually abandoning the goal. 

One stream of research has documented evidence that initial failure of self-
control causes a chain reaction of subsequent self-control lapses. Cochran 
and Tesser (1996) termed this phenomenon the “what-the-hell effect” and 
argued that small failures with regard to goal progress can lead to complete 
abandonment of goal pursuit. For example, in one of their studies smokers 
deemed themselves as unable to attain their goal to stop smoking after a single 
relapse, and consequently, disengaged from goal pursuit. Additional evidence 
for the what-the-hell effect has been documented in the eating regulation 
literature. These studies show that restrained eaters tend to overeat after they 
have consumed a high-calorie preload (Herman & Mack, 1975; Polivy, Herman, & 
Coelho, 2008; Polivy & Herman 2002). Thus, after an initial failure to regulate their 
calorie intake, these people were more likely to fail to control subsequent eating 
(e.g., “What the hell, I already ordered a pizza so I might as well get dessert, 
too”). Similar effects have been found for ethical decision making and consumer 
behavior. Mazar, Amir and Ariely (2008), for example, showed that people who 
cheated on previous tasks, appeared to abandon their moral self-regulation, 
and kept on cheating on subsequent tasks. Similarly, Soman and Cheema (2004) 
showed that participants who had already transgressed their saving goal were 
most likely to spend money on a subsequent purchase. The authors argued that 
since people incorporate goals as reference points for expected outcomes, 
people feel less able to succeed when they fail to meet this expectation and 
thus become demotivated to continue striving.

In contrast, another stream of research suggests that initial failure can 
motivate subsequent self-control success. For example, Dholakia, Gopinath, 
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and Bagozzi (2005) showed that participants who had made an impulsive 
decision (e.g., choosing cheesecake instead of a healthy salad) were less likely 
to respond impulsively again on a subsequent impulsive choice. Similarly, 
research documented that participants who recalled a failure to help were 
more likely to help at another opportunity than people who recalled neutral 
events (Harmon-Jones, Peterson, & Vaughn, 2003), and that failure increased 
motivation when people perceived it as irrelevant for future performance 
(Brickman, Linsenmeier, & McCareins, 1976). Scholer (2014) also compared 
framing failure as horizontal conflicts between two options (goal vs. goal) or as 
vertical conflicts (goal vs. temptation). Failure only reduced motivation when 
people thought they had given in to temptation, but not when they assumed 
they had adhered to another goal.

Furthermore, the self-regulation literature suggests that a lack of goal 
progress can motivate the exercise of self-control. In their cybernetic model, 
Carver and Scheier (1981, 1998) proposed that self-regulation is a broad, 
regulatory cycle involving an evaluation of a present condition, which is 
compared to a desired or intended relevant standard, such as a goal standard 
(Heath, Larrick, & Wu, 1999) or a self-standard (Higgins, 1987). If people sense a 
discrepancy between the status quo and the reference point, this discrepancy is 
counteracted by subsequent self-regulation. Accordingly, this model suggests 
that if people deviate from their expected standard (e.g., due to previous self-
control failure), this negative feedback will initiate subsequent corrective 
action (e.g., encourage goal pursuit). In support of this model, research by 
Fishbach and colleagues indicates that negative feedback in terms of failed 
goal pursuit promotes goal-directed behavior if it signals a lack of goal progress 
(e.g., Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012; Fishbach & Dhar, 2007; Fishbach, Zhang, & 
Koo, 2009).

exceptions as Self-Discrepancies
Our research aims to contribute to research on sequential self-control and is 
inspired by two theoretical notions. First, we agree that perceiving a lack of goal 
progress due to failure should motivate corrective action; however, only if people 
feel capable of making up for their failure. In fact, a vast amount of research 
has highlighted the importance of self-efficacy for goal attainment, showing 
that high efficacy expectations increase, whereas low efficacy expectations 
undermine goal striving (e.g., Bandura, 1977, 1991; Bandura & Cervone, 1983). 
Accordingly, to encourage goal pursuit, failure should not reflect negatively 
on one’s perceived capability to adhere to goals. Second, Carver and Scheier’s 
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(1981) feedback model suggests that a lack of progress activates self-regulation 
when people perceive a discrepancy between the current state of affairs and 
an internalized performance standard. Thus, assuming that the current state of 
affairs is a recent goal failure, the activation of self-regulation depends on the 
size of the performance standard. A high standard renders a large discrepancy, 
whereas a low standard renders a small or no discrepancy. As a consequence, 
self-regulation after failure should more likely occur when the performance 
standard is high rather than low. Similarly, Higgins (1987) as well as Duval and 
Wicklund (1972) highlighted the important role subjective beliefs play in self-
regulation and argued that a discrepancy between action and self-perceptions 
motivate corrective behavior.  

Our research combines these theoretical notions and investigates people’s 
subjective beliefs of their self-control capacity as a performance standard 
in self-regulation. We argue that if failure is viewed as abnormal behavior, it 
is perceived as irrelevant for the self and does not reduce beliefs about one’s 
efficacy to control goal-directed action. As a consequence, people should 
experience a large discrepancy between their behavior (i.e., failure) and the self-
standard (i.e., self-control capacity) and hence increase motivation for the goal. 
In contrast, if failure is not seen as abnormal, it is relevant for self-evaluations 
and reduces perceived self-control efficacy. Consequently, the discrepancy 
between failure and the self-standard should be small and self-regulation 
therefore less likely. To address these predictions, we introduce a concept that 
has so far been neglected by self-regulation research: we investigate the effect 
of perceiving failure as an exception on subsequent goal pursuit. Exceptions, 
by definition, are deviations from a norm or rule; something that does not 
behave in the expected way (Exception, 2016). In our research, we propose that 
perceiving failure as an exception makes failure irrelevant for negative self-
evaluations; it appears as an isolated event, an anomaly from usual behavior. As 
a consequence, failure should not reduce people’s perceived self-control ability. 
In contrast, we predict that these exceptions should rather elicit experiencing 
a discrepancy between failure and one’s usual self-control capacity and hence 
increase motivation for goal pursuit.

Support for these notions can be found in the literature on norm theory 
and counterfactual thinking. Unsurprisingly, self-control failure frequently 
elicits lower self-efficacy to achieve goals (Bandura & Simon, 1977; Soman & 
Cheema, 2004). However, Kahneman and Miller’s (1986) norm theory suggests 
that people who perceive failure as an exception should not make negative 
assumptions about their self-efficacy, because failure reflects abnormal rather 
than normal behavior. In fact, representing failure as an exception should rather 
trigger implicit assumptions about one’s high level of self-efficacy, since any 



2
3

Exceptions Proving the Rule: When Failure Signals Success | 45

abnormal event is likely to trigger mental representations that resemble normal 
events. These representations in turn serve a preparative function to correct 
future behavior (for a review see Epstude & Roese, 2011, Roese & Epstude, 
2017). In other words, self-control failure that is an exception (i.e., deviation 
from the norm) should trigger norm representations of successful self-control 
(i.e., what one usually would have done). In contrast, a self-control failure that 
is not abnormal (e.g., repeating failure) should not trigger representations of 
success, and thus not prepare for corrective action. 

Additional support for our predictions comes from research on choice 
bracketing. Prior findings indicated that people are more likely to identify self-
control conflicts when they evaluate multiple decisions together in a broad 
bracket (i.e., interrelated behavior) rather than in a narrow bracket (i.e., isolated 
behavior: Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009; Read, et al., 1999). Similarly, Sheldon and 
Fishbach (2015) showed that people who thought about unethical behavior in 
a broad bracket were more likely to activate self-control, and thus were less 
likely to behave unethically, than those who thought about unethical behavior in 
a narrow bracket. These findings suggest that because the cost of succumbing 
to a single temptation is often negligible for long-term success, viewing 
temptation in relation to future opportunity may be necessary to activate self-
control, because people are reminded of the consequences of their actions for 
goal attainment in the long run. However, these studies evaluated immediate 
temptation and potential failure in the future. For evaluating past failure, we 
predict an opposing pattern. Specifically, perceiving self-control failure as 
interrelated behavior should undermine self-control judgments, because 
failure is seen as related to future action. In contrast, past failure as exception 
should be perceived as unrelated to future failure and thus as non-diagnostic 
for one’s actual self-control. As outlined before, the discrepancy between past 
failure and perceived self-control should increase motivation for goal pursuit. 
This latter assumption is supported by Touré-Tiller and Fishbach (2015), who 
showed that people are more likely to activate self-control when an action was 
viewed as relevant (i.e., self-diagnostic) for maintaining a positive self-image. 

 

the Present research
We predicted that exceptions represent self-discrepancies that motivate 
reform from failure. Perceiving self-control failure as an exception should 
not undermine goal pursuit, but rather motivate goal re-engagement due to 
a discrepancy between failure and beliefs about one’s actual self-control 
capacity. We tested this assumption in three studies. 
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Study 1 tested saving behavior and investigated whether people were more 
likely to think of isolated versus interrelated failure (vs. success) to save as an 
exception and as self-diagnostic. We predicted that isolated, but not interrelated 
failures would be perceived as exceptions and as non-diagnostic, which in turn 
would motivate saving intentions. 

Study 2 asked explicitly to think of failure (vs. success) as exceptions, testing 
people’s perceived level of self-control capacity and goal pursuit intentions. 
We predicted that perceiving failure as an exception (vs. no exception) would 
motivate stronger goal pursuit intentions, mediated by a feeling of higher self-
control capacity. In contrast, perceiving success as an exception should be less 
motivating than perceiving it as no exception. Study 2 further explored Carver 
and Scheier’s (1981, 1998) assumption that self-regulation occurs when people 
experience a lack of goal progress. We agreed that a lack of goal progress is an 
important trigger for self-regulation. However, we argued that whether a lack of 
progress motivates goal pursuit or not depends on the relevance of failure for 
self-evaluations. We therefore did not expect that people who thought of failure 
as an exception would re-engage with their goal because they felt a stronger 
lack of progress. Rather, we expected the discrepancy between self-beliefs 
and failure to facilitate re-commitment to the goal, and hence motivate goal 
pursuit. Previous research supported this prediction and showed that a focus on 
commitment motivates self-control efforts, whereas a sense on goal progress is 
more related to temporarily moving away from a goal (Zhang, Fishbach, & Dhar, 
2007; Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012; Fishbach & Dhar, 2005). Thus, we predicted 
that viewing failure as exceptions would facilitate re-commitment, rather than 
affecting goal progress, thereby supporting reform from failure.

Finally, Study 3 tested the effect of perceiving failure as exceptions on a 
behavioral persistence task. We predicted that participants who thought of 
previous failure to study as exceptions versus repeating behavior would show 
more motivation on an analytical task.

StuDy 1: exCePtIon AS A MeDIAtor
Study 1 asked participants about recent self-control failures (versus success) 
to pursue saving goals and employed a bracketing manipulation to induce 
perceptions of interrelated behavior (broad bracket) versus isolated behavior 
(narrow bracket). We hypothesized that reflecting on self-control failure in a 
narrow bracket, but not in a broad bracket, should motivate intentions for future 
saving. We further predicted that a narrow bracket, but not a broad bracket 
would increase the extent to which people think about failure as an exception 
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from their usual behavior and would decrease the extent to which failure would 
be self-diagnostic, mediating the effect on saving intentions.

Method
Participants and design
Our general guideline for predetermining sample sizes was 20 or more per 
cell for laboratory studies (see Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011) and at 
least 50 per cell for online studies due to the increased noise that frequently 
characterizes studies that recruit participants via online platforms. In this 
online study, 223 MTurk workers participated in the study in exchange for $0.40. 
We excluded thirteen participants from all analyses due to a failed attention 
check, testing whether people read a hidden message in a longer instructional 
text (see Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2012). The final sample included 210 
participants (123 female, 87 male, MAGE = 36.29, SDAGE = 12.43, range = 19-77). 
We assigned participants randomly to one of four conditions in a 2 (bracketing: 
narrow vs. broad bracket) x 2 (self-control: failure vs. success) between-subjects 
design.

Materials and procedure
All participants described briefly why saving money was important to them 
to activate saving goals. Next, we assigned participants to the experimental 
conditions. Participants in the narrow bracket condition were asked to write 
down three keywords describing one recent situation in which they wanted 
to save money but failed [vs. succeeded] to do so. Those in the broad bracket 
condition were asked to think of three recent failures [vs. successes] and note 
one keyword for each situation. Examples for success included restraint from 
buying an item on sale, sacrificing or acting responsibly, whereas examples for 
failure included impulse purchases, guilt, or anger. 

Afterwards, we checked whether events in a narrow bracket (vs. broad 
bracket) were more likely to be perceived as exceptions and asked participants 
to rate the perceived level of exception on a single item (1 = not at all, 7 = very 
much). Next, to assess self-evaluations, we employed two one-item measures: 
one to assess the cognitive aspect of self-evaluation (self-diagnosticity: “To 
what extent was your behavior in this situation characteristic of you?”; 1 = not 
at all, 7 = very much), and one to assess the emotional aspect (self-appraisal: 
“Having this situation in mind, how do you feel about yourself?”; 1 = very bad, 
7 = very good). We mixed the order of these items and used plural forms in the 
broad bracket condition. 
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Saving intentions was the main dependent variable and indicated the 
participants’ motivation for pursuing saving goals in the future. Participants 
responded to two items (“How much money, by your own standards, do you 
intend to save next month?”, 1 = none at all, 7 = very much; “Do you want to 
save more or less money than during the previous months?”, 1 = less, 7 = more; 
Spearman-Brown = .45). Subsequently, we checked for potential differences in 
difficulty to recall single versus multiple events (“How difficult was it for you 
think of this situation [these situations]?”, 1 = very easy, 7 = very difficult). In 
addition, those in the failure condition received a mood restore task asking 
them to think back to a situation in which they successfully saved money. 
Finally, participants responded to the aforementioned attention check, provided 
demographic information, and were thoroughly debriefed.

results and discussion
Importantly, we did not find any significant differences in difficulty to recall 
past events. The main effect of bracketing, F(1, 206) = 2.39, p = .124, ηp2 = .011, 
and self-control, F(1, 206) = 2.09, p = .150, ηp2 = .010, as well as the interaction, 
F(1, 206) = 0.13, p = .724, ηp2 = .001, were non-significant. Thus, we can conclude 
that difficulty to retrieve past events did not affect our results.

Saving intentions
An analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded the predicted Bracketing x Self-control 
interaction for saving intentions, F(1, 206) = 11.21, p = .001, ηp2  = .052.1 Planned 
contrasts revealed that those in the narrow bracket condition indicated higher 
saving intentions (M = 5.44, SD = 1.07) than those in the broad bracket condition 
(M = 4.54, SD = 1.25) when they reflected on self-control failure, F(1, 206) = 
17.47, p < .001, ηp2 = .078. In contrast, we found no effect for bracketing when 
participants reflected on self-control success (narrow: M = 5.19, SD = 1.14; 
broad: M = 5.31, SD = 0.99), F(1, 206) = 0.33, p = .568, ηp2 = .002. The main effect 
of bracketing also revealed a significant difference, F(1, 206) = 6.43, p = .012, 
ηp2 = .030, with those in the narrow bracket condition reporting higher saving 
intentions (M = 5.32, SD = 1.10) than those in the broad bracket condition (M = 
4.92, SD = 1.19). The main effect of failure reached marginal significance, F(1, 
206) = 2.85, p = .093, ηp2  = .014, with those who reflected on success scoring 
higher (M = 5.25, SD = 1.07) than those who reflected on failure (M = 5.00, SD = 
1.24).

1   Due to the low Spearman-Brown coefficient of our two-item saving intention measure, we subjected 
both items to separate Bracketing x Self-control ANOVAs. 
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exception
A similar ANOVA with our exception measure as dependent variable also yielded 
the predicted Bracketing x Self-control interaction, F(1, 206) = 9.43, p = .002, 
ηp2 = .044. Participants who reflected on self-control failure in a narrow bracket 
(M = 5.19, SD = 1.54) were more likely to interpret failure as an exception than 
those who reflected on failures in a broad bracket (M = 3.60, SD = 1.65), F(1, 
206) = 20.44, p < .001, ηp2 = .090. In contrast, those who reflected on success 
in a narrow bracket (M = 3.58, SD = 2.09) did not differ from those who recalled 
success in a broad bracket (M = 3.53, SD = 1.91), F(1, 206) = 0.02, p = .867, ηp2 
< .001.  The main effect of bracketing also reached significance, F(1, 206) = 
10.84, p = .001, ηp2 = .050, with those in the narrow bracket (M = 4.39, SD = 1.99) 
scoring higher than those in the broad bracket condition (M = 3.56, SD = 1.77). 
Similarly, the main effect of self-control was significant, F(1, 206) = 10.84, p = 
.001, ηp2 = .050, with participants in the success condition (M = 3.56, SD = 1.99) 
reporting less exception than those in the failure condition (M = 4.41, SD = 1.78).

Self-diagnosticity
We found similar results for the self-diagnosticity of past self-control failure 
or success. The significant interaction, F(1, 206) = 18.83, p < .001, ηp2 = .084, 
revealed that participants who recalled failure in a narrow bracket thought 
it was less diagnostic of them (M = 2.85, SD = 1.50) than those who recalled 
failure in a broad bracket (M = 4.71, SD = 1.42), F(1, 206) = 47.37, p < .001, ηp2  = 
.187. In contrast, participants in the narrow bracket condition (M = 5.43, SD = 
1.42) did not differ from those in the broad bracket condition (M = 5.63, SD = 
1.20), F(1, 206) = 0.50, p = .479, ηp2 = .002, when they recalled success. Results 
also yielded significant main effects for bracketing, F(1, 206) = 28.59, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .122, and self-control, F(1, 206) = 83.00, p < .001, ηp2 = .287. Participants 
in the narrow bracket condition scored lower (M = 4.13, SD = 1.95) than those in 
the broad bracket condition (M = 5.17, SD = 1.39), as did those in the failure (M = 
3.76, SD = 1.73) compared to the success condition (M = 5.53, SD = 1.31).

Self-appraisal
Another ANOVA yielded no significant interaction for positive self-appraisal, 
F(1, 206) = 0.04, p = .847, ηp2 < .001. The main effect of bracketing was also 
non-significant, F(1, 206) = 0.17, p < .683, ηp2 = .001, but the main effect of self-
control, F(1, 206) = 254.23, p < .001, ηp2 = .552, indicated that participants in the 
failure condition felt worse about themselves (M = 3.15, SD = 1.40) than those in 
the success condition (M = 6.00, SD = 1.17).
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Mediation
Finally, we used parallel moderated mediation modelling (PROCESS macro, 
Model 4, 5000 bootstrap resamples; Hayes, 2013) to test whether the effect of the 
Bracketing x Self-control interaction on saving intentions was mediated by the 
level of exception, self-diagnosticity and self-appraisal. The results revealed a 
significant indirect effect between the interaction and saving through exception 
(β = .038, 95% CI: .002 to .099), but neither through self-diagnosticity (β = -.003, 
95% CI: -.062 to .063) nor through self-appraisal (β = -.001, 95% CI: -.033 to .031). 
Thus, these results indicate that the motivating effect of perceiving failure in a 
narrow bracket was mediated by a sense that failure was an exception.

These results carry three key findings. Firstly, reflecting on past self-control 
failure, but not success, in a narrow bracket increases perceptions of exception. 
That is, isolated failure is more likely perceived as an exception of one’s usual 
behavior than interrelated failure, whereas success is not affected by the 
interrelation of events. Secondly, we found a similar pattern of results for the 
cognitive aspect of self-evaluation (self-diagnosticity), but not for the emotional 
aspect (self-appraisal). In other words, reflecting in a narrow bracket relative 
to a broad bracket decreased how diagnostic failure was for participants, 
whereas recalling success was similarly diagnostic in both brackets. However, 
bracketing did not affect how people felt about themselves; participants who 
reflected on failure felt worse about themselves than those who reflected on 
success irrespective of whether participants reflected in a broad or narrow 
bracket. Finally, reflecting on isolated failure compared to interrelated failure 
increased saving intentions, whereas we did not find a difference between 
bracketing conditions for success. This effect was mediated by the perceived 
level of exception, but not by self-diagnosticity or self-appraisals.

Together, these results provide first evidence for our proposed mechanism 
that self-control failure is not detrimental to subsequent self-control as long 
as it is perceived as an isolated event. Contrary to findings on the what-the-hell 
effect, people who reflect on failure in a narrow bracket do not show decreased 
motivation for future goal pursuit, indicating that they regard failure as an 
irrelevant exception and not as self-relevant behavior. We also established 
exception as a mediator variable. Isolated failure triggered stronger perceptions 
of exception, which increased saving intentions. In Study 2, we applied a direct 
manipulation of exception and explored whether the varying levels of perceived 
exception affect how people evaluate their self-control ability.
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StuDy 2: exCePtIon AS A MoDerAtor
In Study 2, we applied three important methodological changes. Firstly, we 
allowed participants to reflect on a personal goal and employed an explicit 
manipulation of the level of exception by asking participants to think of reasons 
why past self-control failure (vs. success) was an exception (vs. no exception) 
for them. Similar to Study 1, we predicted that perceiving failure as an exception 
would be more motivating than perceiving failure as no exception. Moreover, 
we expected the opposite pattern for success, because perceiving success 
as an exception should trigger representations that usually one tends to fail 
rather than succeed. Thus, perceiving success as an exception should be less 
motivating than perceiving it as no exception. Moreover, after we established 
in Study 1 that failure as an exception is less self-diagnostic, we aimed to 
specify whether this is particularly true for the level of self-control capacity 
participants assign to themselves. We predicted that perceiving failure as 
exceptions increased perception of higher self-control capacity, mediating the 
facilitating effect on goal pursuit intentions.

Finally, we explored the effect of exception on notion that a lack of goal 
progress facilitates self-regulation (Carver & Scheier’s, 1981, 1998). We predicted 
that perceiving failure as exception (vs. no exception) would not motivate goal 
re-engagement, because it decreases perceived progress. Rather, thinking of 
failure as exceptions motivates goal pursuit, because people re-commit to the 
goal (e.g., Fishbach et al., 2007). 

Method
Participants and design
We recruited 220 participants from MTurk who received $0.50 for completing 
the study. Thirty-five participants were excluded from analyses based on the 
same attention check as in the previous study (Goodman et al., 2012). The final 
sample included 185 participants (100 female, 85 male, MAGE = 35.06, SDAGE 
= 12.36, range = 19-68). This study employed a 2 (exception: exception vs. no 
exception) x 2 (self-control: success vs. failure) between-subjects design.

Design and Procedure
First, all participants briefly described an important personal goal that they 
were currently attempting to attain. Subsequently, participants recalled a recent 
situation, in which they aimed to pursue their goal and failed (vs. succeeded) 
to do so. Participants in the exception condition then generated reasons why 
this failure (vs. success) might have been an exception for them. Examples of 
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success included that they usually would get distracted and their plans do not 
work out, while for failures, participants wrote that not sticking the plan was 
unusual for them.

Next, we measured people’s motivation for pursuing their goal in the future 
on eight items adapted from the Tenacious Goal Pursuit Scale (Brandtstädter & 
Renner, 1990; e.g., “I will double my efforts to achieve my goal.”; “I will probably 
postpone things I need to do for achieving this goal.” [reverse coded], 1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree, a = .89).

Afterwards, we asked participants to remind themselves why their recent 
failure (vs. success) was an exception (vs. no exception) for them and then 
assessed their perceived self-control capacity (8 items, e.g., “Right now, I feel 
able to accomplish the goals I set for myself.”; “Right now, I think that I do things 
that feel good in the moment but regret later on.” [reverse coded], 1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree, a = .79). 

Next, we assessed goal progress (3 items, e.g., “To what extent do you feel 
that you have already made good progress toward achieving your goal?”, 1 = 
not at all, 5 = very much, a = .92), and goal commitment (3 items, e.g., “To what 
extent do you feel commitment toward achieving your goal?”, 1 = not at all, 5 = 
very much, a = .88). Finally, participants completed the previously mentioned 
attention check, answered demographical questions and received a debriefing 
note.

results and Discussion
Goal pursuit intentions
An Exception x Self-control ANOVA with goal pursuit as dependent variable 
rendered the predicted interaction effect, F(1, 181) = 15.52, p < .001, ηp2  = .079. 
Simple effects analysis revealed that participants who represented failure as 
an exception indicated stronger motivation to pursue their goal in the future 
(M = 3.88, SD = 0.72) than those who perceived failure as no exception (M = 
3.40, SD = 0.80), F(1, 181) = 9.13, p = .003, ηp2  = .048. Conversely, those who 
represented success as an exception reported less goal pursuit motivation (M = 
3.36, SD = .80) than those who perceived success as no exception (M = 3.77, SD 
= .77), F(1, 181) = 6.52, p = .011, ηp2  = .035. The main effects of self-control, F(1, 
180) = 0.49, p = .484, ηp2  = .003, and exception, F(1, 181) = 0.10, p = .758, ηp2  = 
.001, were non-significant.
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Self-control capacity
We found a similar pattern of results for perceived self-control capacity. The 
predicted interaction was significant, F(1, 181) = 25.56, p < .001, ηp2 = .124, 
and reflected that participants who perceived failure as an exception reported 
higher self-control capacity (M = 3.38, SD = 0.65) than those who thought about 
failure as no exception (M = 2.82, SD = 0.67), F(1, 181) = 17.66, p < .001, ηp2 = 
.089. In contrast, representing success as no exception yielded higher perceived 
self-control capacity (M = 3.47, SD = 0.56) than thinking about success as an 
exception (M = 3.07, SD = 0.64), F(1, 181) = 8.73, p = .001, ηp2 = .046. The main 
effect of self-control reached marginal significance, F(1, 181) = 3.35, p = .069, 
ηp2 = .018, with participants in the success condition (M = 3.26, SD = 0.63) 
reporting higher self-control than those in the failure condition (M = 3.13, SD 
= 0.71). The main effect of exception was non-significant, F(1, 181) = 0.73, p = 
.394, ηp2 = .004.

Goal commitment and progress
For the commitment ratings, another two-way ANOVA yielded a marginally 
significant interaction effect, F(1, 181) = 3.75, p = .055, ηp2 = .020. Participants 
who represented failure as an exception reported significantly higher goal 
commitment (M = 4.46, SD = 0.66) than those who framed failure as no 
exception (M = 3.99, SD = .82), F(1, 181) = 9.29, p = .003, ηp2 = .049. In contrast, 
participants who represented success as an exception (M = 4.33, SD = 0.70) did 
not differ from those who thought about success as no exception (M = 4.29, SD 
= 0.80), F(1, 181) = 0.09, p = .771, ηp2 = .001. The main effect of exception was 
also significant, F(1, 181) = 5.52, p = .020, ηp2 = .030, with those in the exception 
condition reporting a higher relative focus on commitment (M = 4.40, SD = 0.69) 
than those in the no exception condition (M = 4.14, SD = 0.82). The main effect of 
self-control was not significant, F(1, 181) = 0.59, p = .445, ηp2 = .003.

For progress, we did not find a significant interaction, F(1, 181) = 0.83, p = 
.364, ηp2 = .005. However, both main effects were significant. Participants in the 
exception condition reported significantly more progress (M = 3.79, SD = 1.02) 
than those in the no exception condition (M = 3.43, SD = 1.01), F(1, 181) = 6.32, 
p = .013, ηp2 = .033. Similarly, participants in the success condition reported 
significantly more goal progress (M = 3.78, SD = 1.02) than those in the failure 
condition (M = 3.47, SD = 1.01), F(1, 181) = 4.33, p = .039, ηp2 = .023.

Mediation
Similar to Study 1, we used the PROCESS macro (Model 4, 5000 bootstrap 
resamples; Hayes, 2012) to test a moderated mediation model with the 
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Self-control x Exception interaction as predictor, self-control capacity, 
goal commitment and progress as mediators, and goal pursuit intentions 
as dependent variable. The results indicated a significant indirect effect 
through self-control (β = .169, 95% CI: .097 to .255). The indirect effect through 
commitment was estimated at β = .013 (90% CI: .002 to .037), indicating that 
this effect was significant at p < .10. In contrast, the indirect effect through 
goal progress did not reach significance (β = -.003, 90% CI: -.019 to .001). Thus, 
we can conclude that the observed interaction between past self-control 
and exception was mediated by an increased sense of perceived self-control 
capacity and marginally also by goal commitment (Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between the Goal Failure x 
Exception interaction and goal pursuit intentions as mediated by perceived self-control capacity, 
goal commitment and progress. The standardized regression coefficient between the interaction 
and goal pursuit, controlling for these variables, is in parentheses.
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01,*** p < .001

The results of the present study extend our previous findings by showing 
that representing past self-control failure (vs. success) as an exception has 
opposing implications for motivating goal pursuit intentions; framing failure 
as an exception facilitates motivation, whereas perceiving success as an 
exception is related to decreased motivation for subsequent goal pursuit. This 
effect was mediated by self-control capacity and to a marginal extent by goal 
commitment. Thus, the findings suggest that framing failure as an exception 
promotes evaluations of one’s self-control capacity and re-commitment to 
one’s goal, which in turn facilitates motivation for future goal pursuit. 
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These results have implications for our proposition that exceptions implicitly 
prove the rule, reflecting previous research on norm theory and counterfactual 
thinking (Kahneman & Miller, 1986; Epstude & Roese, 2008). That is, representing 
failure as an exception triggers perceptions of one’s relatively higher self-
control capacity, whereas perceiving success as an exception shifts attention 
more towards one’s relatively lower actual self-control. 

So far, we assessed participants’ behavioral intentions rather than actual 
behavior, which we assumed to correspond to their intentions to exercise self-
control. However, given the less than perfect correlation between intentions and 
behavior (e.g., Webb & Sheeran, 2006), we aimed to provide behavioral evidence 
for our proposed mechanism in the following study.

StuDy 3:  exCePtIon FACIlItAteS tASK MotIvAtIon
Participants in this study were students who recalled a recent failure to study 
as much for an exam as they had planned. We manipulated whether they 
represented failure either as an exception or a pattern of repeating behavior. 
To extend the scope of our findings to actual behavior, we employed a task 
persistence measure and expected that participants who framed failure as an 
exception should show more motivation to persist and to perform better than 
those who thought about failure as repeating behavior.

Method
Participants and design. Seventy-eight undergraduate students enrolled at the 
University of Groningen participated in exchange for course credit (20 male, 
58 female, MAGE = 20.58, SDAGE = 2.00, range = 18 – 29). They were randomly 
assigned to one of two experimental conditions (exception vs. repeating failure).

Materials and procedure. All participants were asked to recall and describe 
a recent situation in which they aimed to prepare very well for an upcoming 
exam, but failed to study as much as planned. Subsequently, we instructed 
those in the exception condition to think of reasons why this failure to study 
was merely an exception for them, whereas those in the repeating failure 
condition recalled other situations in which they did not manage to study as 
much as they had planned. Participants in the exception condition for example 
wrote that procrastination is unusual behavior and normally, they were focused 
and stuck to their study plan. In the control condition, participants noted for 
instance, that they tended to avoid subjects they did not enjoy or preferred to 
meet with friends instead of studying.
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Next, we introduced a text-twist task—a variation of an anagram task (see Zhang 
& Fishbach, 2010)—as a reliable measure of analytical ability and predictor of 
academic success. Participants received on-screen instructions to generate as 
many words as they could, using a subset of eight given letters. They read that 
their performance would be evaluated by the number of distinctive words they 
generated for each set of letters. For example, they read that for the set “E, E, 
N, S, L, I, T, D,” they could generate the words “see,” “line,” “steel,” and so on. 
They further read that they would have no time limit for completing the task, 
but once they hit the continue button at the bottom of the screen, they would 
have to move on to the next set and could not go back. All participants completed 
5 trials and we inferred participants’ motivation to do well by the amount of time 
they spent on the task and by how many solutions they generated. Finally, we 
measured participants’ perceived difficulty of the task (1 = very easy, 7 = very 
difficult). Demographic questions concluded the testing session.

results and discussion
task difficulty
An independent sample t-test with exceptions manipulation as predictor 
variable did not reveal any significant differences between conditions in 
perceived difficulty of the task, t(76) = 0.92, p = .341, d = 0.21. Thus, we found no 
evidence to assume that our manipulation affected perceived difficulty nor that 
participants’ capability to perform the test differed between conditions. 

task persistence
Three participants were excluded from the analysis due to a Cook’s distance 
score higher than 4/(n-k-1). Results revealed a significant difference between 
conditions, t(73) = 2.42, p = .018, d = 0.56, with participants in the exceptions 
condition persisting longer (M = 8.72, SD = 3.08) than those in the no exception 
condition (M = 6.99, SD = 3.07). 

task performance
Again, we checked for influential points and excluded four participants due to 
a Cook’s distance score higher than 4/(n-k-1).2  The independent t-test revealed 
that participants in the exception condition indicated more solutions in total (M 
= 32.54, SD = 12.91) than those in the repeating failure condition (M = 26.43, SD 
= 8.73), t(72) = 2.36, p = .021, d = 0.55.

Study 3 addressed the methodological concerns related to measuring 
intentions and provided behavioral evidence for our proposed mechanism. 

2   In neither case did the exclusion of outliers affect the significance nor the direction of our results. 
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Participants who thought about past self-control failure as an exception 
persisted longer and reported more solutions on an analytical task than 
participants who framed failure as repeating behavior. Thus, this finding 
corroborates our previous studies and extends the effect of representing failure 
as an exception to actual motivation rather than just to intentional behavior.

GenerAl DISCuSSIon
Prior research in the self-control literature has documented opposing evidence 
that self-control failure can either initiate a downward-spiral of subsequent 
failure (e.g., Cochran & Tesser, 1996; Soman & Cheema, 2004) or motivate self-
control to make up for a lack of goal progress (e.g., Fishbach & Finkelstein, 
2012; Carver & Scheier, 1981). However, to date, research has largely neglected 
to investigate the exercise of self-control when failure is either represented 
as an interrelated pattern of repeating behavior or as isolated behavior. In the 
present research, we introduced the concept of exceptions proving the rule and 
proposed that people who represent past self-control failure as an exception 
from usual behavior do not perceive failure as diagnostic for their general self-
control capacity and re-commit to their goal by shifting motivation towards 
future goal pursuits. In contrast, perceiving failure as a pattern of repeating 
behavior should be diagnostic for self-control perceptions, and therefore have 
detrimental effects on subsequent self-control and goal-directed action. 

We presented evidence for this prediction across three studies. Specifically, 
Study 1 showed that framing failure in a narrow bracket rather than in a broad 
bracket reduced the self-diagnosticity of failure and resulted in increased 
perceptions of failure as an exception, thereby facilitating motivation to 
pursue saving goals in the future. Similarly, in Study 2 representing failure as 
an exception compared to no exception elicited higher self-control evaluations 
and fostered re-commitment to one’s goal, which in turn enhanced motivation 
for future goal pursuit. In contrast, representing past self-control success as 
an exception was related to lower levels of self-control ratings and hence lower 
motivation for goal pursuit. Finally, in Study 3, we moved beyond intentional 
behavior and showed that representing past self-control failure as an exception 
increased motivation to perform well on an analytical task.

These findings bear several noteworthy theoretical implications for existing 
literature and future research. First, our results corroborate previous research 
by Brickman and colleagues (Brickman et al., 1976; Linsenmeier & Brickman, 
1978) who found that failure to do well on a task enhances motivation and 
subsequent performance when failure is defined as irrelevant to people’s 
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expectations about how well they will perform in the future. On the basis of the 
present research, we suggest a similar mechanism for people’s self-control 
operations; that is, if people deem failure irrelevant to expectations about their 
future self-control success, failure has mainly a motivating effect. 
This reasoning also has theoretical implications for the choice bracketing 
literature. Read, et al. (1999) argued that broad bracketing generally yields higher 
utility choices, because people take into account the future consequences of 
their action. Similarly, research by Fishbach and colleagues found that broad 
bracketing led to exercising self-control via increased conflict identification 
when people become aware of the significant consequences of aggregated 
temptation (e.g., Sheldon & Fishbach, 2015; Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009). In 
contrast, the present research argues that narrow bracketing can also lead to 
higher utility choices. Specifically, our findings suggest that framing self-control 
failure in narrow brackets facilitates the exercise of self-control, because 
people perceive that failure has no consequences for future self-control 
success. Conversely, representing failure in broad brackets aggregates the 
negative feedback for one’s self-control capacity, which in turn has detrimental 
effects on exercising self-control. Other research has shown support for this 
theoretical argument. Roth and Kubal (1975), for example, demonstrated that 
participants who failed on one analytical problem subsequently performed 
better than control subjects, whereas participants who failed on three such 
problems performed worse. Together, the present article extends the bracketing 
literature and suggests that narrowly bracketed failure tends to be perceived 
as irrelevant to general or future performance and thus has a motivating effect, 
whereas the aggregated impact of failure in broad brackets is more likely to be 
perceived as relevant for performance and thus has a discouraging effect.

Our findings also contribute to the self-regulation literature. Cybernetic 
theories have portrayed the process of self-regulation as oriented toward 
reducing the discrepancy between the present, actual state and a desired 
reference value and highlight the importance of recalling past accomplishment 
for calculating the magnitude of this discrepancy (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1998; 
Higgins, 1987; Locke & Latham, 1990). For example, Carver and Scheier (1990, 
1998) proposed that goals serve as reference values for feedback loops and 
suggested that positive feedback on past success signals that less effort is 
required to accomplish a goal, whereas negative feedback on failure signals 
that effort needs to increase and therefore motivates goal pursuits. Similarly, 
work on self-discrepancy theory argues that people are motivated to reach 
a condition where their self-evaluation matches a personally relevant self-
standard (Higgins, 1987). Our findings further corroborate these cybernetic 
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models and propose that one’s perceived level of self-control capability serves 
as a relevant reference value, which either motivates or discourages self-
regulation. Specifically, the results suggest that if past self-control failure 
highlights one’s relatively higher self-control capability, the discrepancy 
between past failure and expected self-control ability motivates to close this 
gap and thus exercise self-control. However, if past failure negatively affects 
one’s sense of self-control capability, the discrepancy between past failure and 
the reference value diminishes, which discourages the exercise of self-control. 
This theoretical notion also provides further evidence for the norm theory 
literature (Kahneman & Miller, 1986). The theory suggests that unexpected 
rather than expected events trigger mental representations of a norm. Our 
research supports this prediction and suggests that failure which is perceived 
as a deviation (i.e., exception) elicits representation of the opposing norm (i.e., 
relatively higher self-control capability), whereas failure which follows a rule 
(i.e., repeating behavior) evokes representations that resemble the rule (i.e., 
relatively lower self-control capability). Thus, exceptions at least in this context 
indeed seem to prove the rule.

It is noteworthy for future research in this area that we did not find evidence 
that framing failure in narrow brackets reduced negative self-appraisals 
(Study 1). Apparently, participants felt similarly bad about themselves when 
they reflected on failure irrespective of whether it was a single or a pattern of 
failure. On the one hand, this finding is consistent with self-regulatory feedback 
loops, which predict that negative emotions provide negative feedback on 
goal progress and therefore increase effort investment (Carver & Scheier, 
1990). However, this would imply that people who frame failure as isolated or 
interrelated behavior should be similarly motivated to re-engage in goal pursuit. 
Accordingly, future research could disentangle the effect of narrowly versus 
broadly bracketed failure on discrete negative emotions. For example, research 
has pinpointed to the opposing implications of experiencing shame or guilt on 
self-regulatory behavior and showed that guilt is associated with an approach 
orientation, whereas shame is related to avoidance (Sheikh & Janoff-Bulman, 
2010). Moreover, shame tends to implicate negative evaluations of the global 
self, whereas guilt implies a negative evaluation of a specific behavior (e.g., 
Janoff-Bulman, 1979). Notably, this latter argument matches our finding that a 
pattern of failure, but not isolated failure, leads to negative evaluations of self-
control capacity. Future research could consequently explore the prediction 
that perceiving failure in narrow brackets is more strongly related to guilt, 
whereas broadly bracketed failure is associated with shame.
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Finally, the current findings contribute to research on sequential self-control. 
Researchers have frequently highlighted the need to better understand the 
effect of initial self-control failure on subsequent self-control behavior (e.g., 
Zemack-Rugar et al., 2012; Touré-Tillery & Fishbach, 2015). In fact, many issues 
that plague modern societies nowadays can at least partly be ascribed to the 
severe consequences of repeated self-control failure, such as the continuous 
rise in personal debt and increasing obesity rates. Several studies indeed 
documented the tendency of people to disengage at least temporarily from 
subsequent goal pursuit after initial failure (e.g., Cochran & Tesser, 1996; Soman 
& Cheema, 2004; Polivy & Herman, 2002). In this research, we have shown that 
representing self-control failure as an exception signals high capability to 
pursue goals, which as a result increases motivation for further goal pursuit. As 
such, we identified an important lever that those who wish to break the pattern 
of repeating self-control failure could pull to save them from the vicious circle.
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