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The overall aim of this dissertation was to examine self-control operations in 
the postactional and predecisional phase of goal pursuit (e.g., Heckhausen, 
1991). Our research first addressed the postactional phase, exploring self-
control mechanisms when goal pursuit is evaluated either in the context of 
previous goal success or previous goal failure. Moving to the predecisional 
phase, we investigated how prefactual thought processes feed into the 
formation of intentions and the exercise of counteractive self-control 
operations. More specifically, the presented research aimed to (a) explore 
counterfactual temptation and identify conditions under which such reflection 
evokes a dynamic of highlighting a focal goal rather than balancing between 
alternative goals; (b) examine motivation for re-committing to a goal after initial 
failure when failure is represented as an exception rather than as a pattern 
of repeating behavior; and (c) explore the role of prefactual thought in self-
imposed motivational conflicts to activate counteractive control and protect 
a desired goal from competing activities in the future. This chapter provides a 
summary of the findings presented in the previous chapters and reflects upon 
the theoretical and practical contributions of this dissertation.

SuMMAry oF FInDInGS
Contrary to previous research (Effron et al., 2013), Chapter 2 demonstrated 
that counterfactual temptation—temptation that one could have succumbed 
to—facilitates motivation for subsequent goal pursuit when counterfactual 
temptation signals goal commitment. Study 2.1 asked participants to recall an 
important goal and self-generate counterfactual actions that they could have 
performed instead of pursuing their goal. Results revealed that counterfactuals 
enhanced evaluations of perceived self-control capacity, which in turn led to 
higher goal pursuit intentions, suggesting that people self-generate resolved 
motivational conflicts in counterfactual thought to foster motivation for 
subsequent goal adherence. Study 2.2 replicated the previous findings on a 
behavioral measure. Participants who could have received the reward without 
participating in the study were more motivated to perform well on a subsequent 
task persistent measure, which was mediated by an elevated sense of intrinsic 
rather than extrinsic motivation, as well as facilitated self-control evaluations. 
Study 2.3 documented that counterfactual temptation facilitated motivation for 
subsequent goal pursuit if it was represented as evidence for goal commitment, 
but not when it was perceived as a signal for goal progress. Thus, these studies 
document that counterfactual temptation highlights a focal goal when it signals 
commitment.
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Next, Chapter 3 set out to examine the effect that representing previous 
self-control failure as an exception—a deviation from usual behavior—on 
subsequent self-control mechanisms. Based on previous research on self-
regulation and norm theory (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1980; Kahneman & Miller, 
1986), we predicted that exceptions evoke mental representations of one’s 
general level of commitment and self-control, thereby fostering motivation to 
make up for previous goal failure. As predicted, Study 3.1 framed previous failure 
to adhere to an important goal either in a narrow or a broad bracket. The results 
revealed that participants in a narrow bracket were less likely to think of failure 
as self-characteristic and more likely to perceive it as an exception, which in 
turn was related to higher motivation for subsequent goal pursuit. Study 3.2 
replicated these findings with a direct manipulation of exception. Representing 
failure as an exception rather than as repeating behavior did not negatively affect 
perceptions of self-control capacity, but reminded people of their commitment 
towards their goal, thereby fostering motivation to pursue an important goal in 
the future. In contrast, representing past self-control success as an exception 
rather than as repeating behavior was related to reduced evaluations of self-
control capacity and therefore reduced motivation for subsequent goal pursuit. 
Study 3.3 employed a behavioral measure of motivation and revealed that 
representing past self-control failure as an exception rather than as repeating 
behavior increased motivation to perform well on an analytical task. Together, 
these findings point to the importance of evaluating goal failure in the context 
of behavioral patterns; if it is perceived as a deviation from usual behavior, 
motivation increases; however, if it is perceived as conforming to a behavioral 
pattern, motivation decreases.

Finally, Chapter 4 investigated the effect of generating prefactual alternatives 
of counteractive control strategies. We hypothesized that prefactual thought 
provides a fundamental cognitive strategy to evaluate future behavioral 
alternatives and enables people to impose possible motivational conflicts on 
themselves to foster motivation for a focal goal. Indeed, we found evidence for 
this predicted mechanism across five studies. Participants who were asked to 
generate prefactual alternatives to planned goal pursuits were more likely to 
make optimistic predictions about their future goal adherence, preferred goal-
consistent over goal-inconsistent action (Study 4.1), and increased performance 
motivation on a cognitive task (Study 2). Moreover, Study 4.3 and 4.4 found that 
anticipating prefactual alternatives increased re-commitment to a goal, which 
mediated the relationship between prefactuals and motivation. Finally, Study 
4.5 explored goal commitment as a possible moderator variable and predicted 
that prefactual alternatives should only foster motivation if people perceive high 
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commitment towards a future goal pursuit. Indeed, participants who generated 
prefactuals to their future saving objectives (a high commitment goal) activated 
counteractive control strategies, but not those who generated prefactuals 
to their future spending objectives (a low commitment goal). In conclusion, 
these findings suggest that in prefactual thought, people strategically impose 
motivational conflicts on themselves to prepare for future goal attainment. 

theoretICAl IMPlICAtIonS
The present dissertation carries several noteworthy theoretical implications. 
Most importantly, our findings enriched extant literature on the exercise of 
sequential self-control. Extensive research has investigated how people 
confront self-control conflicts and has identified multiple strategies people 
employ to attain focal goals despite immediate temptation (e.g., Baumeister 
et al., 1998; Baumeister et al., 1994; Fishbach & Shah, 2006; Fishbach & Dhar, 
2008; Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991). However, although goal pursuit decisions in 
the real world are usually made as part of other related decisions, the majority 
of research in the area of self-control has focused on the decision processes 
involved in successful goal pursuit or succumbing to temptation in the context 
of a single choice (see Zemack-Rugar, 2012; Khan & Dhar, 2007). Accordingly, 
relatively little is known about how reflecting on previous choices influences 
the degree of self-control exercised in immediate goal-related decisions. 

The most comprehensive research in this area has been conducted by 
Fishbach and colleagues. These authors have documented that previous goal 
success and goal failure has opposing implication for exerting self-control 
depending on whether it is represented as signaling goal commitment or goal 
progress (e.g., Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012; Fishbach, Eval, & Finkelstein, 
2010; Fishbach et al., 2009). That is, goal success is beneficial for subsequent 
self-control if it is perceived as a signal for commitment, but not when it 
indicates goal progress; conversely, goal failure is beneficial for subsequent 
self-control if it is perceived as a lack of progress, but not as a lack of 
commitment. Importantly, our work contributed to this literature by pointing to 
the importance of counterfactual temptation for fostering goal commitment. As 
noted earlier, commitment can be defined as a sense that a goal is valuable and 
that the expectancy of attainment is high (e.g., Fishbach et al. 2009; Fishbein 
& Ajzen, 1974). Our research is particularly relevant for the expectancy part of 
this equation. We know from the self-efficacy literature that the experience of 
success is pivotal for building a robust sense of efficacy and the stronger the 
sense of personal efficacy, the greater the motivation for perseverance and thus 
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the likelihood to act on a goal in the future. Similarly, we know from the same 
literature that the self-diagnostic value of success for evaluating personal 
efficacy depends on the perceived difficulty of the success (Bandura, 1997). Our 
work suggests that reflecting on counterfactual temptation affects subsequent 
motivation in two important ways; first, counterfactual temptation amplifies the 
experience of past self-control success as it signifies successful restraint in a 
personally tempting situation, and second, this experience of having overcome 
the difficulty of personal resistance boosts efficacy beliefs about being able to 
resist temptation in the future, which in turn fosters motivation for further goal 
pursuit. Thus, counterfactual temptation enhances the self-diagnostic value of 
success, building confidence for success in the future. 

This reasoning is further supported by research on the strength model of 
self-control (Tangney et al., 2004). This literature characterizes self-control as 
a muscle that gets fatigued by effortful exertions; yet, just as exercise makes 
muscles stronger, successful self-control exertions can improve willpower 
strength in the long term (Baumeister et al., 2007; Baumeister, Gailliot, DeWall, 
& Oaten, 2006). Corresponding to this analogy, our research suggests that 
in order to build self-control strength, individuals require evidence that they 
previously managed to resist temptation. Counterfactual temptation provides 
this evidence because it asserts that one could have given in to temptation, but 
managed to resist, thereby building confidence in future self-control strength. 
As such, counterfactual temptation might represent a fundamental cognitive 
mechanism for the development of self-control strength. Since research in this 
area is still scarce, however, it offers a potentially fruitful terrain for further 
investigation. The impact of counterfactual temptation on building self-control 
strength could, for example, depend on the strength of personal resistance that 
was overcome. Thus, future research could vary the strength of temptation to 
examine whether heavy exercise (strong counterfactual temptation) trains self-
control to a greater extent than weak exercise (weak counterfactual temptation).

Secondly, this dissertation contributes to the literature on sequential self-
control in the context of initial goal failure. Previous research has identified 
a host of antecedents to self-control failure, including licensing (e.g., Khan & 
Dhar, 2006), balancing (e.g., Fishbach & Zhang, 2008), emotions (e.g., Fishbach 
& Labroo, 2007), regulatory focus (e.g., Förster, Grant, Idson, & Higgins, 2001), 
resource availability (e.g., Baumeister, 2002), or motivational shifts (e.g., 
Inzlicht & Schmeichel, 2012). Together, these research streams have assured 
that exercising self-control consistently is a difficult task and have taught us 
that sooner or later, failure is bound to happen. However, whether self-control 
failure is detrimental for goal attainment in the long run, is determined by how 
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individuals respond to failure. For example, some researchers suggest that 
failure provides a valuable learning opportunity to improve future behavior 
(e.g., Epstude & Roese, 2011; Dhar, Huber, & Khan 2007; Frese & Zapf, 1994; 
Frese & Keith, 2015), whereas others point out that initial failure begets a chain 
reaction of subsequent self-control failure (Soman & Cheema, 2004; Cochran 
& Tesser, 1996). The present dissertation makes an important contribution 
to this literature and pinpoints the conceptual importance of exceptions 
for a comprehensive theoretical understanding of self-control failure. This 
contribution is based on previous research which documents that representing 
goal-directed behavior as either interrelated action or as isolated action 
affects self-control operations. Viewing an action in relation to future action 
opportunities promotes exertions of self-control because doing so emphasizes 
the aggregated consequences of multiple self-control failures, whereas viewing 
an action as an isolated opportunity undermines self-control because a single 
failure bears no significant cost for attaining long term goals (e.g., Rachlin, 
2000; Read et al., 1999; Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009; Converse & Fishbach, 2015). 
For example, a dieter who is tempted to have an unhealthy meal is likely to 
exercise restraint if this decision is viewed in relation to similar temptations in 
the future. However, the dieter may give in to temptation if this choice is seen 
as unrelated to future decisions. Our work suggests an opposing pattern for 
self-control failure; that is, viewing previous failure as unrelated action (i.e., 
exception) promotes subsequent exercise of self-control, whereas perceiving 
failure as related to other behavior (i.e., behavioral pattern) undermines it. For 
example, a dieter who thinks of a previous lapse of restraint as an exception 
from usual behavior is likely to dissociate from the negative implications of 
failure and is motivated to make up for this transgression, whereas a dieter who 
views failure to refrain from a high-calorie meal in relation to future behavior is 
likely to sense a lack of restraint ability and therefore indulge. This theoretical 
notion is further supported by literature on self-diagnosticity and self-efficacy. 
Touré-Tillery and Fishbach (2015) for instance showed that people are more 
likely to exercise self-control when they deem actions as diagnostic of their 
own traits and abilities, and Bandura (1997) suggested that, although failure 
usually lowers efficacy beliefs, occasional failures or setbacks are unlikely to 
undermine general beliefs in one’s capabilities if people developed a stable 
sense of efficacy from previous success. Together, by introducing exceptions as a 
meaningful theoretical concept into the self-control literature, this dissertation 
identifies a valuable new perspective on how people deal with failure and hopes 
to provide a fruitful prospect for future research.
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Thirdly, this dissertation enriches the literature on self-control in the context 
of future choice. Whereas the majority of self-control research showed a 
general bias towards the understanding of self-control failure, by suggesting 
that temptation evokes hedonic impulses that require effortful resistance (e.g., 
Baumeister et al., 1994), research on Counteractive Control Theory (Fishbach 
& Trope, 2000) points to the importance of future temptation to activate 
self-control. Specifically, this theory discovered the identification of future 
motivational conflicts as a necessary requirement for exercising self-control, 
examining explicit and implicit strategies people employ to safeguard the 
pursuit of focal goals (e.g., Zhang & Fishbach, 2010; Trope & Fishbach, 2005). 
The present research highlights the importance of prefactual thought for 
the identification of motivational conflicts. Prefactuals link available future 
actions with their expected outcomes, such as “If I take action X, it will lead 
to outcome Y.” (Epstude et al., 2016). Hence, a mindset of prefactual thought 
enables individuals to consider future action in relation to their respective 
outcomes and evaluate their efficiency for advancing long-term goals, which in 
turn prepares for the implementation of self-control operations. For example, a 
student may anticipate that he or she could stop studying earlier tomorrow to 
attend a friend’s party and evaluate the expected outcome of this decision for 
the focal goal to pass the upcoming exam. If this evaluation concludes that the 
action is threatening goal attainment, the student may activate counteractive 
control strategies to ensure the pursuit of the focal goal; however, if the action 
is viewed as compatible with goal attainment, self-control is not activated. 
This reasoning carries two pivotal contributions to the existing literature on 
counteractive control. First, we suggest that people are motivated to safeguard 
against future alternatives that could interfere with the pursuit of their focal 
goals and therefore use prefactual thought to impose future self-control 
conflicts on themselves to activate self-control. This process may constitute a 
deliberate strategy to channel motivation toward exercising restraint. Second, 
our research pinpoints prefactual thought as a fundamental cognitive process 
to identify which future alternative qualifies as temptation, thereby establishing 
hierarchies between primary motivations and lower-order motivations that 
might hinder goal attainment. Although our findings strongly suggest these 
theoretical implications, not all of them have been underpinned explicitly with 
empirical evidence. Thus, we urge future research to further explore specifically 
how prefactual thought affects the identification of obstacles and the formation 
of goal-temptation hierarchies.
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Finally, the current dissertation contributes to the literature on the role of mental 
simulation in self-regulation. Mental simulations are imitative episodic mental 
representations of one or a series of past or future events (Taylor et al., 1998; 
Pham & Taylor, 1999) and differ from other mental representations through their 
detailed simulation of a specific real or hypothetical event (Szpunar, Spreng, & 
Schacter, 2014). Our research contributes to previous theorizing that episodic 
(i.e., related to autobiographical events) counterfactual thinking is geared 
toward preparation and goal striving (Roese & Epstude, 2017). Specifically, we 
show that what is functional, and accordingly the motivation for preparation, 
depends on a person’s commitment to a goal. That is, only if goal commitment 
is high, people utilize the functional capabilities of mental simulation and 
generate goal-inconsistent alternatives to prepare for goal pursuit. Moreover, 
counterfactual and prefactual thinking both involve the mental simulation of 
future or past hypothetical events that consider available alternatives and 
may thus trigger the same procedural mindset (i.e., the mere consideration of 
alternatives; see Roese & Epstude, 2017). In fact, previous theorizing suggested a 
dynamic link between counterfactuals and prefactuals and the implementation 
of goal-directed action (Epstude et al., 2016). Whereas counterfactual thought 
typically occurs in the postactional phase of goal pursuit (e.g., Gollwitzer, 1990; 
Heckhausen, 1991), prefactual considerations take place in the predecisional 
phase. Thus, both are goal-directed modes of thought and implement strategies 
for successful goal pursuit. Counterfactuals compare actual outcomes with 
foregone alternatives thereby facilitating experiences of personal success (e.g., 
self-control efficacy) or providing learning opportunities from failure (e.g., make 
up for a lack of progress). Prefactuals then highlight future action alternatives 
and their expected outcomes and thus determine the formation of a decision—
which goal to pursue (e.g., goal vs. temptation)—and intention—how to pursue 
that goal (e.g., self-control strategies). Despite this clear connection between 
mental simulation processes and the literature on self-control operations, 
research on this conceptual link is still very limited. Hence, this dissertation 
makes an essential contribution for the existing literature and establishes 
counterfactual and prefactual thought as functional goal-directed mental 
simulation of the implementation of self-control operations.

StrenGthS AnD lIMItAtIonS
Although we believe to provide a solid empirical basis for our proposed 
mechanisms, the present findings should be evaluated with consideration 
of several methodological limitations. First, all studies documented in this 
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dissertation employed between-subject experimental designs. Experimental 
research bears a number of distinctive advantages; it allows for the thorough 
control of extraneous and independent variables, ensures internal validity and 
provides the most appropriate method for drawing causal conclusions (Creswell, 
2013; Bless & Burger, 2016). In social sciences, a prevailing emphasis exists 
on the analysis of differences between individuals at a given point in time, in 
which causal inference derives from one-time measurements of participants in 
randomly allocated treatment groups. Whereas this approach is highly effective 
for detecting inter-individual patterns, a fundamental characteristic of human 
life is the inherently fluctuating nature of psychological processes over shorter 
or longer periods of time as reflected in within-person variations (Bolger & 
Laurenceau, 2013). This reasoning applies in particular if the investigative 
focus lies on sequential behavior and therefore represents a methodological 
restriction for our analysis of sequential self-control. To address this limitation, 
we urge future research to assess the effects of considering past self-control 
success, failure, and future choice on the sequential exercise of self-control 
repeatedly over shorter and longer periods of time. Such longitudinal designs 
are certainly more expensive and labor-intensive methods. However, this 
approach would provide a deeper understanding of the factors that influence 
sequential self-control across many different contexts and situations and 
would therefore make a highly valuable contribution to the existing literature. 
Moreover, analyzing data patterns of multiple measurements rather than 
one-time measurements would address the recent methodological criticism 
that many studies in psychology do not produce sufficient data to warrant the 
replicability of their proposed effects (e.g., Etz & Vandekerckhove, 2016).

Second, we should note that some manipulations in this dissertation may 
have been sensitive to individual differences between participants. For example, 
whether an available alternative qualifies as a motivational conflict between 
a high-order goal and a low-order temptation differs between individuals 
and depends on their preferences and situational states. To minimize this 
experimental noise, we mostly asked participants to generate idiosyncratic 
alternatives (i.e., what they could have done; what they could do instead) to 
examine whether motivational conflicts are generated strategically to channel 
motivation towards focal goals. In other studies, however, the research design 
employed non-individual alternatives (e.g., Study 2.2, Study 2.3). Thus, although 
the validity of the relative differences between conditions may not have been 
compromised, we cannot exclude the possibility that participants experienced 
varying levels of motivational conflict.
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Finally, this dissertation comprises studies conducted in laboratory settings 
with undergraduate students and data collected via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. 
Employing a blend of these different participant pools constitutes an asset. 
While lab settings ensure a high control over extraneous variables and reduce 
experimental noise through a homogeneous sample, MTurk produces samples 
that are significantly more diverse and thus increase the external validity of the 
research (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012). 
However, MTurk has been associated with several threats to internal validity 
of experiments (Zhou & Fishbach, 2016). These issues concern the selective 
attrition of participants and the lack of control over extraneous variables 
that introduce noise in the experimental design, such as situational variables 
(e.g., external distractions, noisy environments) and person variables (e.g., 
mood, concentration). Moreover, researchers and reviewers frequently express 
concern that MTurk participants do not attend to the experimental materials 
and thus are effectively not treated by the manipulations (Goodman et al., 2012). 
To address these concerns, we predetermined sample sizes of at least forty per 
cell (i.e., twice as much as per Simmons et al.’s, 2011, recommendations) and 
employed attentional manipulation checks to exclude non-attentive subjects. 
However, we cannot exclude the possibility that the potentially high prevalence 
of MTurk respondents who participate habitually in experiments may have 
rendered these countermeasures ineffective.

PrACtICAl IMPlICAtIonS
This dissertation also carries several noteworthy practical implications. 
Deficiencies in exercising self-control are at least partially responsible for several 
behavioral and impulse-control problems, including poor emotional control, 
violence, alcohol and drug abuse, smoking, overeating, and overspending (e.g., 
Baumeister et al., 2007; Tangney et al., 2004; Baumeister et al., 1994), as well 
as for many societal issues that plague modern societies, such as increasing 
health care costs due to unhealthy life styles or rising levels of personal debt. 
Educating the broader population on the motivational mechanisms identified 
in the current research might therefore help individuals to change undesirable 
habitual behavior and prove useful for practitioners to design interventions to 
increase motivation. First, our studies suggest that people experience a self-
control boost when they reflect on past temptation they successfully resisted. 
This motivational mechanism might be particularly useful for interventions 
to facilitate people’s confidence in being capable of resisting temptation and 
pursuing long-term goals. However, our findings also imply that people should 
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be alert not to be easily satisfied with their past achievements as perceptions 
of satisfactory goal progress might undermine motivation. Moreover, our 
research on exceptions provides an adaptive mechanism to help people recover 
from self-control failure. This mechanism might be useful for two reasons. 
First, occasional self-control failure is inevitable. No one is able to be in control 
of their desires all the time. Second, single self-regulation failure does not 
lead to the personal or societal problems cited earlier; making an occasional 
impulse purchase does not cause personal bankruptcy or having the occasional 
munchies does not make a person obese. Instead, people need to fail repeatedly 
over longer periods of time to experience undesirable end states such as obesity 
or debt. Our research acknowledges that people unavoidably fail from time to 
time and suggests that people even gain motivation from failure if they recall 
that it is not necessarily representative of their general behavior. Thus, thinking 
of self-control failure as an exception might help individuals to channel their 
motivational resources toward future opportunities to put right the failure rather 
than ruminating on one’s lack of willpower. Besides, contrary to the conception 
that having multiple options at one’s disposal complicates decision making, 
this dissertation suggests that anticipating future alternatives has distinctive 
advantages for goal attainment. Thus, instead of working mentally blinkered 
towards their goals, people should be aware of alternative actions and their 
respective outcomes to evaluate different trajectories for goal attainment and 
prepare for potential obstacles.

Educating organizations on these motivational mechanisms may also 
prove particularly useful, especially for the development of effective 
leadership skills. Previous research has already pinpointed the importance 
of counterfactual and prefactual thinking as motivational strategies for high-
power individuals (Scholl & Sassenberg, 2014, 2015). In fact, understanding 
such motivational underpinnings of high-power individuals is critical for 
organizations as leadership errors are frequently named as one of the main 
causes of organizational failures, including poor financial results, a lack of 
synergy between strategy and execution, low morale among employees, and 
high turnover (e.g., Schyns & Schilling, 2012, Myatt, 2013). An increasingly 
debated reason for poor leadership in business magazines is the decision 
fatigue caused by parameters characteristic of leadership roles, like high stress 
levels, long working hours, delegation of subordinates, and the necessity to 
make many choices and decisions (e.g., Goleman, 2013; Green, 2011). Indeed, 
research has documented the pivotal role of self-control in acts of leadership 
(Karp, 2014) and showed that leaders are particularly prone to the effects of 
self-control depletion (Joosten, van Dijke, Van Hiel, & De Cremer, 2014, 2015), 
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which may result in many potentially devastating outcomes due to impulsive 
decision making, indecisiveness, or anti-social behavior. As the willpower of 
high-power individuals is particularly strained, we stress the importance of 
educating leaders on the importance of actively managing their self-control 
capacities. The research presented in this dissertation hopes to contribute 
to this undertaking. For example, our findings may give leaders information 
about how to draw additional motivation from success and how to recuperate 
quickly from poor decisions or failure. In addition, our findings shed light on how 
considering alternative solutions may help to implement important strategic 
maneuvers and why it is important to communicate messages of commitment 
rather than progress to their subordinates.

ConCluDInG reMArKS
This dissertation provides a comprehensive analysis of motivational processes 
that determine the successful exercise of self-control in different phases of 
goal pursuit. We explored postactional processes and identified how reflecting 
on foregone temptation can help people to gain motivation from previous self-
control success and that making an exception does not necessarily initiate a 
slippery slope, but can actually facilitate motivation. Moreover, we explored 
predecisional processes and found that anticipating prefactual alternatives to 
future goal pursuits can set the stage for the implementation of self-control 
strategies. We hope that these findings stimulate further inquiry into the 
complexities of self-control and inspire readers to not let themselves go after 
moments of success, to not give up after failure, and to ponder alternative 
routes to prepare for future challenges.
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