as a determinant of magnitude and direction. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 73, 447-458.

Tanner. W. P.. Jr.. & Swets, J. A. (1954). A decision-making theory of visual
detection. Psychological Review, 61, 401-409.

Tolman, E. C. (1953). Principles of performance. Psychological Review, 62, 315—
326.

Trope, Y., & Liberman, A. (1996). Social hypothesis testing: Cognitive and moti-
vational mechanisms. In E. T. Higgins & A. W. Kruglanski (Eds.). Social psy-
chology: Handbook of basic principles (pp. 239-270). New York: Guilford.

Tversky, A., & Kahneman. D. (1973). Availability: A heuristic for judging fre-
quency and probability. Cognitive Psychology, 5. 207-232.

Vroom, V. H. (1964). Work and motivation. New York: Wiley.

Woodworth, R. S. (1899). Accuracy of voluntary movements. Psychological Re-
view, 3, 1-101.

Zillmann, D. (1978). Attribution and misattribution of excitatory reactions. In
J. H. Harvey, W. J. Ickes, & R. F. Kidd (Eds.), New directions in attribution re-
search (Vol. 2. pp. 335-368). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

19

Going Beyond the Motivation Given:
Self-Control and Situational Control
Over Behavior

Yaacov Trope and Ayelet Fishbach

A basic theme running through much of the social psychological literature is
the idea that the immediate situation is a powerful determinant of human
behavior. Inspired by Kurt Lewin's (1935) field theory, social psychologists
have sought to demonstrate that a wide range of human behavior, socially
desirable as well as undesirable. is under the control of immediate situational
forces (Asch. 1952; Cartwright, 1959; Milgram, 1963). Indeed, the field of
social psychology has been defined as the study of situational determinants
of thought, feeling. and action (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Rescarch on automa-
ticity has provided a new impetus to the study of situational control over
behavior (Bargh. 1990, 1994; Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Wegner & Bargh,
1998). This research suggests that situational cues can govern behavior
without being consciously processed and without making a deliberate choice
of an appropriate course of action. Situational cues that have been consis-
tently and frequently associated with certain goals acquire the capacity to
directly elicit these goals and thus directly control action.

The strong influence an immediate situation can exert over behavior poses
a self-control problem when this influence is in conflict with long-term goals
(Ainslie, 1992; Loewenstein. 1996; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999; Mischel, 1974;
Mischel, Shoda, & Peake, 1988; Rachlin, 1995, 1996, 1997; Shoda, Mischel, &
Peak. 1990). People may want to act according to their long-term goals.
They may also have the prerequisite knowledge, skill, and opportunity. Nev-
ertheless, short-term motives, especially those that are automatically trig-
gered by the immediate stimulus situation, may prevent people from pursuing
their long-term goals. For example, a student may want to study for an im-
portant exam, know how to study for the exam, and possess the required
materials. Nevertheless, a television show may be sufficiently tempting to pre-



vent the student from studying for the exam and achieving his long-term
academic goals.

Our question in this chapter is how people protect their long-term goals
against temporary, situationally elicited motives. We propose that when
short-term motives threaten the attainment of long-term goals, people proac-
tively employ counteractive self-control strategies—strategies that are designed
to offset the influence of short-term motives on behavior. Counteractive con-
trol is often an intentional process of committing to long-term goals and elim-
inating tempting alternatives. For example, before an exam, a student may
deliberately decide to study in the library rather than at home to avoid the
temptation to view her favorite television show. Counteractive control may
also be an unconscious process. The temptation to watch television may au-
tomatically bring to mind thoughts about the student’s goal to do well on the
exam and associated achievement and self-fulfillment values, which in turn
may boost her motivation to study.

This chapter describes a program of research on these counteractive con-
trol strategies. We start with a general characterization of the counteractive
control process. Next, we describe research on specific counteractive control
strategies, what activates them, and how they help overcome immediate
temptations. Finally, we describe research bearing on the goal-directedness,
flexibility, and implicitness of counteractive self-control.

Counteractive Self-Control

People face a self-control problem when they perceive a conflict between the
short-term and long-term outcomes of an action (Loewenstein, 1996: Mis-
chel, 1974:; Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989; Rachlin, 1996). For example,
the discomfort that is often associated with dieting, physical exercise. or un-
dergoing a medical test is a price people have to pay to attain their long-term
health goals. Similarly, suppressing a desire to retaliate may be necessary to
prevent an interpersonal conflict from escalating, and foregoing immediate
social and material gains may be necessary for achieving long-term academic
aspirations. In general, unfulfilled immediate wishes and desires are the short-
term costs of pursuing long-term goals. Short-term costs may thus pose a
threat to long-term goals. Counteractive control theory (CCT) posits that self-
control efforts serve to overcome such threats. According to this theory,
short-term costs affect action via two paths (see figure 19.1). Directly, these
costs act to decrease the likelihood of acting according to long-term goals.
Indirectly, however, short-term costs elicit counteractive control efforts,
which, in turn, act to increase the likelihood of this action. As a result, the
actual choice of a preferred action may remain unaffected by its short-term
costs.

Choice and

Short-Term
Action

Costs

Counteractive
Self-Control

Figure 19.1 The influence of short-term outcomes on choice and action.

For example, the possibility of being tempted to watch television' before an
exam may lead students to bolster the value of the exam or even lmpo‘se on
themselvés various penalties for failing to study for the exam. Whe-n umflter-
esting television shows are expected, the perceived threat to studying will be
small, and little or no counteractive control will be exercised. However, when
one's favorite television show is expected, the greater threat to studying may
elicit more intensive counteractive control efforts. As a result, a student ex-
pecting a favorite television show may study as much as a StL-ld.ent who does
show. In itsell, the attractiveness of a television show acts

not expect such a .
However, the counteractive control ef-

to diminish the motivation to study. .
forts elicited by the anticipated pleasure of watching one's favorite show may

prevent this anticipated pleasure from actually affecting the time one devotes
to studying.

CCT assumes that people exert counteractive control efforts as means t.o
the end of achieving their long-term goals. Three hypotheses follow from this
means-end assumption: First, counteractive control is goal dependent. Peo.ple
will exert more counteractive control when short-term motives threaten im-
portant rather than unimportant long-term goals. Furthermore, once a lorllg-
term goal is achieved, counteractive control will cease. Second, c.ounterac.tlve
control is flexible. Counteractive control will be exercised when it determlr.les
whether or not long-term goals will be achieved. Little or no counteractive
control will be exerted when short-term motives are weak and thus.easy to
resist or very strong and thus impossible to resist. Greater counteract.lve con-
trol will be exerted when the strength of short-term motives is at an interme-
diate level, because at this level counteractive control determines fvhether
long-term goals will be achieved. Third, counteractive control is SL?bs.txtutablc?.
Counteractive control will be exerted when it is necessary for achieving one's
long term goals. When other, external means of control are in place, counter-

active self-control will cease.



Counteractive Self-Control Strategies

A wide range of self-control strategies have been proposed in the literature
on delay of gratification (Mischel, 1984: Mischel, Cantor, & Feldman, 1996,
implementation of intentions (Gollwitzer, 1990. 1999; Gollwitzer & Bayer,
1999: Gollwitzer & Brandstatter, 1997; Kuhl, 1982. 1986: Kuhl & Beck-
mann, 1985), and control over impulsive behavior (Baumeister, Bratslavsky,
Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996). We distinguish
between strategies that change the choice situation and those that change
the subjective meaning of the situation. People may change the choice situa-
tion in several ways: They may impose on themselves penalties (“side bets")
for failing to act according to their long-term goals (Ainslie, 1975: Becker.
1960). These self-imposed penalties may then serve as external deterrents
against failure to pursue long-term goals. For example, one may be willing to
pay a relatively large cancellation fee for missing a painful medical test. By
itself, the expected pain increases the likelihood of failing to actually take the
test and having to pay the cancellation fee. Simple economic considerations
(minimizing expected monetary penalties) should therefore lead people to im-
pose on themselves a relatively small fee to the extent that the medical test is
more painful. CCT predicts, however, that the more painful a test is expected
to be, the higher the cancellation fee people will be willing to pay.

Another way in which people may change future choice situations is by
making rewards contingent upon acting according to their long-term inter-
ests. Instead of receiving a reward unconditionally, people may prefer to re-
ceive it only if they act according to their long-term interests. For example,
people may prefer to receive a bonus for actually completing a painful but
subjectively important medical test rather than for merely agreeing to do it.
By making penalties and rewards contingent on performing an activity, peo-
ple precommit themselves to the activity (Brickman, 1987). People may pre-
commit themselves more directly by eliminating action alternatives and thus
making a decision to act according to their long-term interests irreversible
(Ainslie, 1975; Green & Rachlin, 1996; Rachlin & Green, 1972: Schelling,
1978, 1984: Strotz, 1956; Thaler, 1994: Thaler & Shefrin. 1981). For exam-
ple, people may eliminate opportunities to cancel an appointment for a pain-
ful medical test to ensure that they actually take the test.

Other counteractive control strategies change the psychological meaning
of future choice situations. People may selectively attend to, encode, and in-
terpret information about future situations so as to bolster the value of long-
lerm goals and discount the aversiveness of short-term costs (Mischel, 1984).
The value of long-term goals may be enhanced by linking the attainment of
these goals to self-standards. Failure to pursue long-term outcomes is then
construed as a violation of one’s values and a threat to one’s sense of self-
worth and determination (Bandura, 1989). In addition, people may bolster

the value of attaining long-term goals by elaborating upon what makes at-
tainment of these goals important (Beckmann & Kuhl, 1984: Kuhl, 1984).
For example. in trying to decide whether to undertake a medical test, people
may think of how undertaking the test may help them detect and prevent
pot;:ntial health problems. Counteractive control may also aim to discount
short-term costs. People may try to attenuate the anticipated aversiveness of
short-term costs by focusing on the abstract. “cool” properties of these costs
rather than on their concrete, “hot” properties (Metcalf & Mischel, 1999).
People may also try to regulate their mood so as to improve their ability to
cope with short-term costs (Trope & Neter, 1994). For example, people may
seek mood-enhancing experiences to buffer the anticipated unpleasantness of
a medical procedure.

We conducted a series of studies to demonstrate some of these counterac-
tive control strategies and their influence on behavior (Trope & Fishbach,
2000). Several of these studies are described below.

Self-imposed Penalties

One study (Trope & Fishbach, 2000, Study 1) examined the monetary penal-
ties participants imposed on themselves for possible failure to undertake an
activity that had long-term benefits but short-term costs. The short-term costs
were either small or large, and the question was how these costs affected tlhe
magnitude of self-imposed penalties. Participants were offered.an oppo%'tu].nty
to take a test of the influence of glucose intake on their cognitive functlor.n'ng.
The feedback from the test was described as very useful, but as requiring
abstinence from food containing glucose (e.g., candy. bread) for either a éh-ort
period of time (6 hours) or a long period of time (3 days). Before deciding
whether to take the test, participants were asked to indicate the. amount of
money they would be willing to pay (if any) as a penalty for failing to co.m-
plete the test. This payment was said to cover expenses caused by canceling
the test session.

Consistent with CCT, the results showed that participants set higher Penal-
ties for failure to complete a long period of abstinence than a short period of
abstinence. In itself, a long period of abstinence increases the likelihood of
failure and thus the likelihood of having to pay the monetary penalty. Eco-
nomic considerations should have led participants to impose on themselves a
smaller penalty when a longer abstinence period is required. The reverse p.aF—
tern of preferences we found is indicative of counteractive c.ontrol. P.art1c1—
pants apparently used the penalties to ensure that the abstu?ence.dxd not
prevent them from obtaining the useful feedback regarding th.elr eating hab-
its. A long period of abstinence threatened participants’ ability to C(.)r.nplete
the test, and it was in an attempt to counteract this threat that participants



imposed on themselves relatively high monetary penalties. This finding thus
provided the first experimental evidence for what economists call side bets
{Becker, 1960), namely. the voluntary attachment of a monetary fine for
failure to act according to long-term preferences.

Self-Imposed Contingencies for Receiving a Bonus

The study described above examined participants’ willingness to make a pen-
alty contingent on completing an unpleasant medical test. Another study
(Trope & Fishbach, 2000, Study 2) examined participants’ willingness to
make a bonus contingent upon completing such a test. Participants were
offered an opportunity to take part in a study on the risk of heart disease that
included a cardiovascular test. Participants were told that the test was highly
diagnostic and that they would receive an explanation of the results. The test
was described as involving either a low or high degree of physical discomfort.
The high-discomfort test required an hour of arduous exercise during which
several hormone samples would be taken by a nurse. The hormone sampling
was described as “rather painful” and the overall test procedure as strenuous
and unpleasant. The low-discomfort test required an hour of relaxation (read-
ing a paper or book while lying on a bed) during which a number of hormone
samples would be taken by a nurse. The hormone sampling was said to be
unpainful and the overall test procedure easy and comfortable.

Participants were told that they would be able to receive a bonus (extra
credit hours) for taking part in the study. They were further told that the
bonus would be available before and after taking the test, but for administra-
tive purposes were asked to indicate exactly when they preferred to receive
it. Choosing to receive the bonus before the test meant no obligation to actu-
ally take it, whereas choosing to receive the bonus after the test made the
bonus contingent on completing the test. We assumed that imposing such a
contingency would reflect a self-control strategy designed to ensure that the
test was actually completed. We therefore predicted that participants would
prefer the bonus to be contingent on completing the test when the test in-
volved a high (rather than low) level of discomfort.

The results confirmed this prediction. Participants could earn the bonus
without having to take the cardiovascular test. Nevertheless, they preferred
to make the bonus contingent on performing the test, particularly when the
test was expected to be highly unpleasant. In imposing on themselves this
contingency, participants risked losing the bonus, but at the same time they
also motivated themselves to complete the arduous cardiovascular test. Like
sel-imposed penalties, self-imposed contingencies for receiving a reward
changed the choice situation so as to counteract the influence of short-term
costls and, thus, maintain a high probability of acting according to long-term
goals.

Bolstering the Subjective Value of an Activity

The preceding two studies demonstrate that people sometimes change the
immediate situation to ensure that it does not prevent them from pursuing
their long-term interests. We now turn to a different form of counteractive
control, namely. bolstering the value of acting according to one's long-term
interests. People may bolster the value of an activity by thinking about it as
important, interesting, and likely to yield useful outcomes. CCT predicts that
the greater the temporary unpleasantness of an activity, the more likely peo-
ple are to bolster its value. Moreover, unlike dissonance theory, CCT predicts
that people will bolster the value of an activity before engaging in it. Two
studies tested this prediction.

Evaluative Bolstering of an Unpleasant Test  To test this prediction, participants
were offered an opportunity to take a test of the influence of glucose intake
on their cognitive functioning (Trope & Fishbach, 2000, Study 3). As before,
the test was described as requiring abstinence from glucose-containing food
for either a short period (6 hours) or a long period (3 days). After receiving
a description of the test, but before indicating their deciston, participants rated
the usefulness of the test results, the importance of taking the test, the impor-
tance of the study. the importance of participating in scientific research, and
the extent to which the study was interesting. These ratings were designed
to assess bolstering of the subjective value of the test.

Across these different ratings, participants evaluated the test more posi-
tively when the test required 3 days of glucose abstinence than when it re-
quired only 6 hours of glucose abstinence. Consistent with CCT, then, partici-
pants bolstered the value of the offered test when it was expected to cause
high rather than low levels of physical discomfort.

This study also assessed participants’ intention to actually take the test. A
path analysis tested the hypothesis that counteractive control prevented the
physical discomfort of the test from diminishing participants’ willingness to
actually undertake the test. Consistent with this hypothesis, the analysis re-
vealed opposite direct and indirect effects of abstinence duration on partici-
pants’ intention to take the test (see figure 19.2). Specifically, in itself, a long
versus short period of abstinence acted to decrease participants’ willingness
to take the test. This negative direct effect of abstinence duration on intention
was offset by its positive indirect effect via bolstering of the value of the test.
Specifically, a long versus short period of abstinence elicited bolstering of the
value of the test. Bolstering the value of the test, in turn, increased partici-
pants’ willingness to actually undertake the test. Thus, via counteractive bol-
stering, a long versus short period of abstinence acted to increase willingness
to undertake the test. As a result, the overall (unmediated) effect of abstinence
duration on intention to take the test was negligible (B= —.05). indicating
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Figure 19.2  Path model of the influence of period of abstinence on intention to
take a test. Numbers in parentheses are zero-order standardized betas. **p < .05
{Trope & Fishbach, 2000, Study 3).

that the longer abstinence requirement did not weaken participants’ inten-
tions to take the test.

Evaluative Bolstering of Studying When Social Motives Are Primed A potential
obstacle to acting according to long-term interests is thinking about tempting
alternatives. A student may want to focus on her studies, but thoughts about
the pleasure of spending time with friends might somechow be prined and
undermine her motivation to study. However, to the extent that the exam is
important, the priming of competing social motives may intensify sell-control
efforts and thus help the student maintain a high level of motivation to study.
Instead of reducing the motivation to study, priming of competing social mo-
tives may enhance the motivation to study and thus enable the student to
prepare for the exam and even perform well on it.

These predictions were tested in a real-life setting (Trope & Fishbach,
2000, Study 5). Our participants were students taking a midterm exam in an
introductory psychology course. Social motives were primed by asking the
students to answer a series of open-ended questions regarding their social life
1 week before the exam. These questions were followed by questions regard-
ing the value and importance of the exam. We examined how priming of
social motives affected the students’ evaluation of the importance of studying
and the students’ grades on the midterm exam. It was hypothesized that the
priming of social motives before the exam would lead students to boost the
subjective value of studying for the exam, which should, in turn, act to pre-
vent the priming of social motives from lowering the students’ grades on the
midterm exam.

Consistent with this hypothesis, we found that students attached greater
importance to the exam when social motives were primed than when social
motives were not primed. Moreover, path analysis indicated that this evalu.a—
tive bolstering helped students’ performance on the exam. As can be seen in
figure 19.3. social priming produced a negative direct elfect on grades. Thus,
'mD itself, social priming impaired performance on the exam.. How.e\./er,.thi.s
negative direct effect of social priming was counteracted by its positive indi-
rect effect. Specifically. social priming led participants to bolster th.e value? of
studying. Bolstering the value of studying. in turn, predicted relatlv.el.y hlgh,
grad-es on the exam. Thus. social priming acted to increase part.1c1par1t.s
grades on the exam via counteractive bolstering of the value of s.,tudymg. This
positive indirect effect of social priming cancelled its negative direct effect, so
that. overall. social priming did not impair participants’ performance on the
exam. .

The results of this study suggest that it is necessary to take into account
self-control processes in predicting the motivational and behavioral con.se-
quences of priming a motive. When the primed motive threétens the attain-
ment of long-term goals, people may engage in counteractive control t.hat
shields these goals against the primed motive. In the present ‘stu(.b./, the prim-

ing of social motives before an exam threatened participants’ ability to study
for an exam. In response to this threat. participants boostec.i t.he value .of
studying. Instead of weakening the motivation to study, the priming of social
motives strengthened the motivation to study. This, in turn, prevented the
priming of social motives from impairing participants' performance on the
exam.

Together. these studies provide initial evidence for some (?f th(.a counterarj-
tive control strategies people employ when they anticipate situations that pit
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Figure 19.3  Path model of the influence of social priming before an exam on
grades. Numbers in parentheses are zero-order standardized betas. *p < .07;
**p < 05 (Trope & Fishbach, 2000. Study 5).



short-term outcomes against long-term goals. These strategies proactively
change the motivational givens of the situation so that it does not threaten
the attainment of long-term goals. The greater the short-term costs and the
resulting temptation to abandon long-term goals, the more likely people are
to exercise counteractive control and, as a result, remain committed to pursu-
ing their goals. Self-imposing incentives for pursuing long-term goals is an
example of how people proactively change future situations. Our studies sug-
gest that such proactive changes enable people to be under situational control
without having to relinquish their long-term goals. Moreover, our studies
show that counteractive control annulled but did not reverse the effect of
short-term cost on behavior. In other words, counteractive control did not
produce overcorrection, a greater likelihood of engaging in the more unpleas-
ant activities. It seems that participants exerted the amount of self-control
that was just sufficient to offset the influence of short-term costs on their
decisions. As discussed below, this is consistent with the present view that
counteractive control is a goal-directed process—a means to the end of ensur-
ing the attainment of long-term goals.

The Goal-Directedness of Counteractive Control

CCT assumes that counteractive control efforts are means to the end of attain-
ing long-term goals. An alternative view is that these efforts have intrinsic
value. According (o this alternative view, encountering short-lerm costs cre-
ates a challenge for the individual—a challenge that invigorates attempts to
overcome the influence of short-term costs. regardless of one's long-term
goals (Atkinson & Birch, 1978: Brehm & Self. 1989; Brehm; Wright. Solo-
mon, Silka, & Greenberg, 1983; Wright & Brehm, 1984). CCT dilfers from
this interpretation in positing that counteractive control efforts have no in-
herent value, that the motivation to exert such efforts derives entirely from
their instrumental value in ensuring the attainment of long-term goals. Our
findings that counteractive control actually helps people attain their long-
term goals is consistent with the present means-end analysis. But more criti-
cal to this analysis is the assumption that counteractive control efforts depend
on people’s long-term goals and whether they can be achieved. Several impli-
cations follow from this goal-directedness assumption: First, counteractive
control will be exercised when long-term goals are important rather than
unimportant. Second, counteractive control will be exercised before rather
than after achieving long-term goals. Third, counteractive control efforts will
be exercised when they are necessary for achieving long-term goals. The re-

search described below tests these implications of the goal-directedness as-
sumption.

Goal-Dependent Counteractive Control

According to CCT, the temporary unpleasantness of an activity will'elicit sc?lf—
control efforts only when failure to perform the activity threatens the atta?n—
ment of an important long-term goal. The study on the self—imposed. contin-
gencies for receiving a reward tested this hypothesis (Trope & Fishbach,
2000, Study 2). Recall that in that study participants were. offere.d an .oppor-
tunity to take a cardiovascular test that was described as mvolm.ng either a
low or high degree of physical discomfort. Participants could rc.eclewe a bonus
for taking part in the study, and the question was whether participants would
make the bonus contingent on completing the cardiovascular test.

The importance participants placed on good health was assesseld before
they received the information about the cardiova.scular Fest. As described e:.:lr-
lier, participants were generally more interested in making the bonus contin-
gent on completing the test when the test was more un?leasant. Howevle‘r,
this was true only for participants to whom health was important. P?rtlcx—
pants to whom health was not very important tended to choose accor.dmg to
what simple economic considerations would prescribe, narr.lely. accepting the
bonus before rather than after completing the test, particularly when the
test was expected to be very unpleasant. This finding demonsfre'ites the goal
dependence of counteractive control. Short-term costs do not elicit counterac-
tive control unless they threaten important long-term goals.

Goal Completion and Counteractive Control

The CCT goal-directedness assumption states that counteractive control serves
the purpose of enabling people to pursue their long-term goals. Hence, short-
term costs should elicit counteractive control before rat.her than after e'm op-
portunity to pursue their long-term goals. This predictlo.n was tested in t}?e
study on counteractive bolstering of the value of studying f.or an ;ergogl
response to priming of competing social motives (Trol')e & Fishbach, p t,
Study 5). Before an exam, bolstering the value of stud.ylng may help stul en(s1
better prepare for the exam. After the exam, studying is no longer a goa(.iant
bolstering its value can only reduce the dissonance created by wliat students
had to sacrifice in order to prepare for the exam (Aronson, 199 / Cooper &
Fazio, 1984: Festinger, 1957; Shultz & Lepper, 1996). According t(? CCT,
then, the priming of social motives should lead students to bolster th.e @por-
tance of studying before performing the exam, but not after performing it.
As described above, the subjective value of studying beflore the exam Yvas
more positive when social motives were primed th.an.when these m(()ltl.ves
were not primed. After the exam, however, the subjective v‘alue of studying
was low regardless of whether or not social motives were primed. Thus, par-



ticipants bolstered the value of studying before the exam, when studying
served participants’ goals: but they did not bolster the value of studyving after
the exam, when studying no longer served participants’ goals. Consistent
with the CCT goal-directedness assumption. these findings suggest that coun-
teractive control is exercised only when it is instrumental for achieving long-
term goals.

Nonmonotonic Effects of Short-Term Costs
on Counteractive Control

CCT predicts that the effect of short-term costs on counteractive control is
nonmonotonic. As short-term costs increase, counteractive control efforts
would also increase. However. the short-term costs might reach a level be-
yond which people may feel unable to resist their influence, and counterac-
tive control efforts will accordingly decrease. Thus, when the short-term costs
of an activity are very low, people may feel capable of undertaking an activity
without exerting self-control efforts. When short-term costs are extremely
high, people may feel incapable of undertaking the activity even if they exert
self-control efforts. It is only when the short-term costs of an activity are
moderate that counteractive control efforts determine whether or not the ac-
tivity would be undertaken. Moderate costs should, therefore, elicit a rela-
tively high level of counteractive control efforts. For example, bolstering of
the value of a medical test should be an inverled U-shaped function of the
anticipated discomfort of the test. Initially, increasing levels of expected dis-
comfort should intensify counteractive bolstering. However, beyond a certain
point, such sell-control efforts should diminish {see Atkinson & Feather, 1966:
Brehm & Self, 1989; Kukla, 1974, for similar predictions regarding effort
exertion in skill-related tasks).

To test these predictions, participants were offered an opportunity to take
a diagnostic test of their cognitive functioning at night (Trope & Fishbach,
2000, Study 4). Participants were informed that the test consisted of several
parts, all of which would be administered over the telephone on one of the
following two nights. To vary the level of discomfort of performing the test,
participants were told that the test would take place at either a convenient
time (9:30 p.m.), a moderately inconvenient time (12:30 a.m.), or an ex-
tremely inconvenient time (3:30 a.m.). Two forms of self-control were as-
sessed: One was bolstering the value of the test. The other was atlaching
emotional significance to performing the test. This form of self-control re-
flected the emotional gratification participants expected to experience if they
perform the test.

As predicted, both the subjective value of the test and its emotional sig-
nificance increased from 9:30 p.m. to 12:30 a.m., but then decreased from

12:30 a.m. to 3:30 a.m. (see figure 19.4). On both indices of counteractive
control. the 12:30 a.m. test received higher scores than either the 9:30 p.m.
or the 3:30 a.m. tests, which were not different from each other. Counterac-
tive control was thus a nonmonotonic, inverted U-lunction of lateness of test-
ing hour.

This study also assessed participants’ performance of the test at the three
different hours of the night. In itself, lateness should impair test performance.
Indeed. performance was worst at 3:30 a.m. However. performance at 12:30
a.m. was as good as performance at 9:30 p.m., suggesting that the greater
counteractive control in anticipation of the 12:30 a.m. tesling prevented the
lateness of the testing hour from impairing performance.

Together, these counteractive control and performance data support the
goal-directedness assumption of CCT. Performing a test at midnight is much
less convenient than performing it in the early evening. This, however, did
not diminish interest in the midnight test. On the contrary, participants
attached greater importance and emotional value to performing the midnight
test than the early evening test. These self-control efforts prevented the mid-
night testing hour from impairing participants’ performance. However, when
the test was scheduled at an extremely inconvenient hour (3:30 a.m.), the
attempts to boost the value of the test weakened. and performance drastically
dropped. As predicted by the CCT goal-directedness assumption, then, self-
control efforts were an inverted U-shaped function of the unpleasantness of
the test. Initially, higher levels of unpleasantness intensified self-control ef-
forts. Such efforts were apparently perceived as instrumental for test perfor-
mance. However, when the unpleasantness of the test became too extreme to
be compensated for by self-control efforts. these efforts lost their instrumental
value and were no longer employed.
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Figure 19.4 Subjective value and emotional significance of test by time of test
(Trope & Fishbach, 2000, Study 4).



Positive Mood as a Resource

The preceding findings regarding nonmonotonic counteractive control are
related to those obtained in research on the mood-as-a-resource hypothesis
(see Trope, Ferguson, & Raghunathan. 2001: Trope & Neter, 1994; Trope &
Pomerantz. 1998; see also Aspinwall, 1998; Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997;
Reed & Aspinwall, 1998). According to this hypothesis, positive mood serves
as a buffer against the immediate emotional cost of negative but diagnostic
feedback and thereby facilitates the seeking and processing of such feedback.
In our terms, the use of mood as a resource is a counteractive control strategy
designed to overcome the immediate short-term costs of processing negative
feedback. Most relevant here. one of Trope and Neter's studies examined the
extent to which participants attend to positive information about themselves
{and thus boost their mood) before receiving new feedback about themselves.
This study found that when positive feedback was expected, participants
made little effort to self-induce a positive mood. Attempts to self-induce a
positive mood intensified when more negative feedback was anticipated. How-
ever, when the offered feedback was very negative and, therefore, too hard
to accept, attempts to self-induce a positive mood declined. Consistent with
the nonmonotonic counteractive control effect found by Trope and Fishbach
(2000), these results demonstrate that attempts to self-induce a positive mood
were most intense when they could determine one's feedback-seeking deci-
sion, namely, when the offered feedback was moderately negative.

Trope and Neter (1994) and Trope and Pomerantz (1998) also found thal
positive mood indeed increases people’s interest in receiving feedback about
their weaknesses in important performance domains. Importantly, Trope,
Gervey, and Bolger (2003) found that this mood-incongruent information
search was conditional on the usefulness of the offered feedback. When the
feedback was diagnostic of an important ability, participants who were in a
positive mood preferentially solicited and extensively processed feedback re-
garding their weaknesses. However, when the offered feedback was nondiag-
nostic or when it pertained to an unimportant ability, participants who were
in a positive mood preferred to receive feedback regarding their strengths
rather than their weaknesses. Apparently, when the offered feedback was not
very useful, participants were primarily motivated to maintain their positive
mood and, therefore, preferred to hear positively valenced rather than nega-
tively valenced information.

Raghunathan and Trope (2002) extended the test of the mood-as-a-
resource hypothesis to the processing of health-related persuasive messages
(see also Aspinwall, 1998). Their studies assessed how mood (positive, neu-
tral, or negative) influenced people’s recall and acceptance of information
regarding the health risks and benefits associated with their caffeine con-
sumption habits. These studies found that people in a positive mood, com-

pared to people in a neutral or negative mood. not only selectively seek but
also better remember and accept negatively valenced information—informa-
tion that specifies the health risks associated with their caffeine consumption
habits. This processing strategy dampened participants’ positive mood. but at
the same time enhanced their willingness to give up unhealthy habits.

In sum. the studies reviewed in this section provide consistent support
for the goal-directedness assumption of counteractive control. People exert
counteractive control efforts when the attainment of important long-term
goals is threatened, when attaining long-term goals is difficult but not impos-
sible, and when counteractive control can contribute to attainment of these
goals. Counteractive control thus seems to be a goal-directed process that
serves to shield long-term goals from the influence of the immediate stimulus
situation.

The Substitutability of Counteractive Control

Self-control is not the only means for overcoming the influence of the imme-
diate situation. Sometimes an individual's long-term goals coincide with those
of other persons, groups, or organizations. Employers may want their employ-
ees to undergo medical tests, parents may want their children to eat healthy
food, and team members may expect each other to act cooperatively. Under
such circumstances, social agents may use socia! control to ensure that indi-
viduals pursue their long-term goals. Social control may take various forms,
including social monitoring. explicit requests, and social and material incen-
tives. The question, then, is how these various forms of social control affect
counteractive self-control. For example, we found that people self-impose
higher penalties for failure to take an aversive test than a nonaversive test.
Will the aversiveness of the test have the same effect on self-imposed penalties
when taking the test is socially rewarded?> Will higher temporary costs lead
people to value an activity more positively when the activity is socially pre-
scribed?

According to the CCT means-end analysis, counteractive control is an ac-
tive process that helps individuals pursue {ong-term interests. The implica-
tions regarding the effect of social control are straightforward: In the absence
of social control, counteractive self-control will be exercised because it deter-
mines the likelihood of pursuing long-term goals. In the presence of social
control, counteractive self-control may become superfluous, as social control
may be sufficient to maintain a high probability of acting according to long-
term goals. Social control may thus substitute for self-control.

Consider. for example, the effects of social control on self-imposed penal-
ties. In the absence of social control, people will sell-impose higher penalties
for failure to choose an activity with long-term value to the extent that the



activity has short-term costs. Such penalties. in turn. will increase the likeli-
hood of choosing the activity and will thas offset the impact of short-term
costs. In contrast, when social control is exercised, sell-imposed penalties will
no longer be used as a counteractive self-control measure. That is, people will
not set higher penalties for failure to perform an activity that has high short-
term costs.

To test these substitutability predictions, Fishbach and Trope (in press)
offered participants an opportunity to take a “cognitive test” and receive de-
tailed feedback regarding their cognitive abilities. Participants were told that
the test would be administered over the telephone the following night. The
short-term cost of taking the test was varied by scheduling the test at either
a convenient time (9 p.m.) or an inconvenient time (1 a.m.). Social control
was varied by either offering or not offering a payment ($20) for taking the
test. To assess self-imposed fines, participants were asked to indicate the
amount of money they were prepared to pay as a cancellation fee if they
failed to complete the test. To participants who were offered a payment, it
was also made clear that, in addition to the cancellation fee, they would not
receive the $20 payment if they failed to complete the test. Evaluative bolster-
ing was assessed by asking participants to rate the importance of the test. its
informativeness, the extent to which they expected to benefit personally from
taking the test, and the extent to which they expected taking the test to be
unpleasant. Finally, participants were asked to decide whether they actually
intended to take the test.

Analysis of the sell-imposed fines yielded the expected effect of payment for
the test and inconvenience of the test. Replicating our earlier findings, the
fines unpaid participants imposed on themselves were higher when the time
of the test was inconvenient than when it was convenient. The higher pen-
alty for failure to complete the inconveniently scheduled test indicates a coun-
teractive attempt to overcome the influence of the temporary inconvenience
of the test. In contrast, the fines paid participants imposed on themselves
were unaffected by the inconvenience of the test. This finding suggests that
payment eliminated the need to use the fines as a self-control strategy. In this
respect, social control substituted for counteractive self-imposed penalties.

Analysis of participants’ evaluations of the offered test also yielded the
expected eflect of the payment for the test and the convenience of the test.
Unpaid participants evaluated the inconvenient test more positively than the
convenient test, indicating counteractive evaluative bolstering of the value
of the inconvenient test. In contrast, the evaluations by paid participants
showed a more conventional effect of the inconvenience of the test, that is, a
less positive evaluation of the inconvenient test than the convenient test.
These participants apparently allowed the inconvenience of the test to dimin-
ish their evaluation of the test. Again, the promised payment substituted for
evaluative bolstering of the inconvenient test.

Y

Turning to the behavioral intention data, we found that, overall. payment
significantly increased participants’ interest in taking the test. This finding
suggests that payment was an effective means of control over participants’
decisions. More important. participants were no less interested in performing
the 1 a.m. test than the 9 p.m. test. This finding, in conjunction with the
finding that paid participants evaluated the 1 a.m. test more negatively, sug-
gests that the payment prevented the negative evaluation of the 1 a.m. test
from diminishing interest in the test. External control thus enabled the partic-
ipants to maintain their interest in taking the test despite its temporary un-
pleasantness. In the absence of external control, the unpaid participants were
apparently able to overcome the influence of the temporary unpleasantness
of the 1 a.m. test by exercising counteractive self-control.

Path analyses of the behavioral intention data support this assumption
(see figure 19.5). In these analyses., counteractive control (indexed by the self-
imposed penalty and evaluative bolstering combined) served as a mediator.
Considering first the unpaid participants, a negative direct path from lateness
of the test to intention to take the test indicated that, in itself, lateness of the
test acted to diminish these participants’ willingness to take the test. How-
ever, the analysis also yielded a positive indirect path from lateness to coun-
teractive control and from counteractive control to willingness to take the
test. This path indicated that participants exercised greater counteractive con-
trol when considering the 1 a.m. test, which. in turn. offset the influence of
the lateness of the test on participants’ willingness to take the test. The path
diagram for paid participants showed a marginal negalive indirect path from
lateness of the test to counteractive control and from counteractive control
to willingness to take the test. This indirect path indicated that the lower
evaluation of the 1 a.m. test acted to reduce the motivation to take the test.
However, a null direct path from lateness to intention indicated that this
reduced motivation did not affect participants” willingness to take this test.
The payment was apparently sufficient to overcome the negative impact of
lateness on participants’ motivation.

Fishbach and Trope (in press) obtained similar results when the short-term
costs of taking a test were the amount of time it required and its expected
dullness and when social control was instituted by presenting the test as
mandatory (rather than optional) or by monitoring whether the test was ac-
tually performed. The results of these studies are consistent with the CCT
substitutability assumption. The temporary unpleasantness of an activity is
an immediate cost that tempts people to avoid activities that have long-term
value. In the absence of socially instituted means for overcoming this tempta-

tion, people try to ensure that they undertake the unpleasant activity by exer-
cising counteractive self-control. Social controls help guarantee that an activ-
ity with long-term value is undertaken despite its temporary unpleasantness.
Counteractive control efforts under these circumstances are superfluous, and
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people can allow the short-term costs of an activity to reduce their evaluation
of the activity without reducing the likelihood of undertaking the activity.
Self-control and social control are thus substitutable in that self-control is
exercised only in the absence of social control.

Resource-Dependent Counteractive Control

Our research shows that people do not engage in counteractive control unless
it is necessary for protecting their long-term interests. Counteractive control
is exercised only when there is a threat to important long-term goals, when
these goals are achievable, before rather than after the achievement of these

goals, and when social controls are absent. One possible reason for this selec-
tivity is that counteractive control is an effortful process. By definition, the
immediate unpleasantness of an activity makes it unattractive. The counter-
active control strategies needed to overcome this immediate tendency—con-
vincing oneself that the activity is worthwhile and precommitting oneself to
undertaking it—may require considerable cognitive and emotional resources.
People are therefore unlikely to use such resources unless they are necessary
for attaining their long-term goals.

Consistent with this analysis. research on ego depletion by Baumeister,
Muraven, and their colleagues found that exercising self-control in one task
depletes a person's ability to exercise sell-control in a subsequent task (Bau-
meister et al., 1998; Baumeister, Heatherton. & Tice, 1994; Leith & Bau-
meister, 1996; Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998). Self-control in these
studies apparently came at the expense of participants’ emotional resources.
It is possible, however, that ego depletion occurs only as a result of actual
exposure to temptation. The question, then, is whether counteractive control
exercised proactively—before exposure to temptation—is also resource depen-
dent. A related question is whether counteractive control depends on cogni-
tive resources, not only emotional resources. We conducted two studies to
address these questions (Fishbach & Trope, 2002).

One study examined counteractive control by high school students before
or after an important matriculation exam. Our earlier research shows that
people exert more counteractive control before rather than after an academic
exam (1rope & Fishbach, 2000). We predicted, however, that this should
depend on students’ cognitive resources. To test this prediction, we admin-
istered to students a questionnaire assessing evaluative bolstering of the
value of studying either 1 week before or 1 week after the exam. Students
responded to the questionnaire under either cognitive load (holding in mem-
ory a seven-digit number) or no cognitive load. The questionnaire included a
variety of questions regarding the importance of studying and getting high
grades.

Participants’ answers to these questions were combined into an overall
index of evaluative bolstering. Under no load, we found greater evaluative
bolstering of studying before the exam than after the exam. However, under
load, evaluative bolstering before and after the exam did not significantly
differ. It seems, then, that cognitive load interfered with students’ ability to
bolster the value of studying before an exam. Under cognitive load, students
were unable to motivate themselves to study when studying could determine
their performance.

More relevant to the question of resource-dependent counteractive control
is how cognitive load alfects people’s responses to increasing short-term costs
of an activity with long-term benefits. The signature of counteractive control
is that when an activity serves long-term goals, it is valued more positively



when it has high rather than low short-term costs. If counteractive control
is a resource-dependent process. then cognitive load should eliminate this
positive relatiorship between short-term costs of an activity and the tendency
to evaluate the activity more positively. Moreover. our earlier research shows
that counteractive control actually helps offset the influence of short-term
costs on people's decisions (Trope & Fishbach. 2000). Cognitive load should
therefore diminish people’s ability to resist the influence of short-term costs
on their decisions.

We used the late-night testing paradigm (Trope & Fishbach, 2000, Study
4) to test these predictions. Participants were offered an opportunity to take
a cognitive ability test, to be administered over the telephone, at either a
convenient time (8 p.m.) or an inconvenient time (1 a.m.). The lateness of
testing is a temporary inconvenience that should elicit evaluative bolstering
of taking the test. Evaluative bolstering was assessed by asking participants
to respond to a questionnaire regarding the importance of taking the test,
the importance of feedback from the test, and a variety of study-related self-
standards. The questions were answered either under cognitive load (silently
counting even numbers) or under no cognitive load. After responding to this
questionnaire, participants indicated their interest in actually taking the test.

As before, we combined participants’ responses into an overall index of
evaluative bolstering. The results from the no-load condition replicated our
earlier findings; that is, the test was evaluated more positively when it was
scheduled for 1 a.m. than for 8 p.m. This positive relationship between late-
ness of the test and the subjective value of taking it is indicative ol counterac-
tive control. The opposite pattern of results emerged under cognitive load:
that is, the 8 p.m. test was evaluated more positively than the 1 a.m. test.
Here, inconvenience reduced the attractiveness of taking the test. This stan-
dard effect of inconvenience indicates that cognitive load eliminated counter-
active control. Under load, participants seemed unable to convince them-
selves that taking a very late night test was highly valuable.

~Turning to the intention data (see figure 19.6). the results for the no-

load condition showed that lateness of testing did not reduce participants’
willingness to take the test. Path analysis showed that this null effect reflected
the operation of counteractive control. Specifically. in itself the lateness of the
test acted to reduce willingness to take it, as indicated by the negative direct
path from lateness to intention to take the test (controlling for evaluative
bolstering). However, this negative direct effect was offset by a positive indi-
rect path from lateness to evaluative bolstering and from cvaluative bolster-
ing to intention to take the test. As in our earlier research. then, counterac-
tive control prevented inconvenience from affecting intentions to take a
diagnostic test.

A different pattern of results was obtained for the cognitive-load condition.
Here, lateness of testing did reduce participants’ willingness to take the test.
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Path analysis showed that this effect was partially mediated by the evaluation
of the test. Specifically. lateness decreased test evaluation, which in turn di-
minished willingness to take the test. Controlling for this negative indirect
effect of lateness on intention. the negative effect of lateness on intention
became insignificant. Thus, under cognitive load. participants evaluated the
inconvenient test more negatively. and this negative evaluation undermined
their willingness to actually take the test.

Together, the results of these studies demonstrate the dependence of coun-
teractive control on cognitive resources. Temporary unpleasantness of an ac-
tivity naturally deters people from undertaking it even when it serves their
long-term interests. When people possess cognitive resources, people are able
to convince themselves that this activity is particularly valuable. The more



unpleasant the activity, the harder they try to reach such conviction. This,
in turn, enables them to actually undertake the activity. However, when pro-
cessing resources are limited, people seem less capable of exercising such
counteractive control strategies. Instead. temporary unpleasantness of an ac-
tivity simply reduces its attractiveness. People’s ability to resist the influence
of short-term costs is reduced, and their willingness to actually undertake the
activity is undermined.

Implicit Counteractive Self-Control

The preceding research suggests that at least some forms of self-control in-
volve deliberate reasoning. People may consciously consider their long-term
goals, assess the threat short-term costs pose for these goals, evaluate alterna-
tive counteractive self-control strategies, and implement the one that seems
the most effective. Evaluative bolstering. for example, would reflect. then, a
conscious attempt to overcome the influence of short-term costs by selectively
attending to information that emphasizes long-term goals. It is possible, how-
ever, that intentional self-control is sometimes supplemented and even sup-
planted by more implicit forms of self-control. Long-term goals are often in
conflict with immediate, situationally elicited motives. Over time, people may
acquire effective counteractive strategies for resolving such conflicts (Met-
calfe & Mischel, 1999; Mischel, 1974; Mischel et al., 1988; Rachlin, 1995,
1997; Shoda et al., 1990). With frequent and successlul applications of coun-
teractive control strategies, people may develop efficient ways of anticipating
certain self-control problems, accessing appropriate counteractive control
strategies, and applying them proactively. Counteractive control may thus
become a well-practiced skill, and at least some forms of counteractive control
may require very little conscious intention.

In the simplest form of counteractive control, exposure to short-term costs
may automatically activate one's long-term goals and thus prevent these
costs from affecting one’s behavior. For example, exposure to tempting food
may activate a restrained eater’'s weight-watching goals, which in turn may
enable the restrained eater to overcome the temptation. Some, if not all, of
the steps in this process may be performed without conscious intention. Im-
portantly, subliminal exposure to {food may be sufficient to activate weight-
watching goals. Exposure to tempting food may thus unconsciously boost
rather than undermine the restrained eaters’ resolve. Moreover, the enhanced
accessibility of weight-watching goals may persist over time. As a result, ini-
tial subliminal exposure to tempting food may improve the restrained eaters’
resistance to subsequent temptations. The logic here is similar to that of the
priming effect in Trope and Fishbach (2000, Study 5). As described above,
this study found that priming social goals before a midterm exam enhanced

students’ evaluation of the importance of the exam. which in turn improved
the students' performance on the exam. In general, by activating an individu-
al's long-term goals. exposure to immediate temptation may produce implicit
inoculation, making the individual more resistant to subsequent temptation.

Initial evidence for implicit counteractive self-control has been obtained

by Fishbach. Friedman, and Kruglanski (2003). These studies suggest that
subliminal presentation of a construct representing a potentially obstructive
temptation facilitates the activation level of a construct representing a poten-
tially obstructed goal. For example, one of these studies (Fishbach et al., Study
1) used participants’ sell-reported goals and temptations to obtain goal-temp-
tation pairs such as “study-basketball.” This study found that goal-related
keywords (e.g.. study) were more quickly recognized following subliminal pre-
sentation of temptation-related keywords (e.g., basketball) than following sub-
liminal presentation of temptation-unrelated primes (e.g., chocolate). Interest-
ingly, this effect was asymmetrical; that is, whereas goal recognition was
facilitated by temptation primes (e.g., academic targets were facilitated by
procrastination primes), temptation recognition was inhibited by goal primes
(e.g.. procrastination targets were inhibited by academic primes). Subsequent
studies found that temptation-goal activation was independent of available
cognitive resources (Fishbach et al., Study 2), more pronounced for successful
self-regulators (Studies 3—4), and increasing with subjective importance of a
goal (Study 4). It seems, then, that implicit self-control develops over the
course of successful implementation of self-control and, like explicit counter-
active control, depends on the subjective importance of the overriding goal.

In still another study, temptation-related cues were supraliminal but inci-
dental aspects of the situation (Fishbach et al.. 2003, Study 5). In this study.,
restrained eaters were observed in three situations: a room with popular fatty
foods (temptation prime), a room with weight-watching magazines (dieting
prime), and a room with general interest magazines (neutral prime). These
priming stimuli were allegedly irrelevant to the purpose of the experiment. It
was found that priming the temptation to consume fattening food, like prim-
ing the goal of dieting, facilitated recognition of diet in a subsequent lexical
decision task. Moreover, when offered a gift, participants in the fattening food
and in the diet prime conditions preferred to get an apple rather than a choc-
olate bar, whereas participants in the neutral condition preferred chocolate.
Finally, participants in the fattening food prime condition expressed greater
willingness to avoid tempting food than participants in the dieting and the
neutral prime conditions.

These findings suggest that counteraclive boosting of long-term goals (e.g.,
dieting) and the resulting resistance to temptation (e.g., fatty food) may be
implicit processes. It is possible, then, that counteractive self-control is a dual-
process mechanism. This mechanism may be operate in an explicit mode—
intentionally, consciously, and effortfully—but it may also operate in an im-



plicit mode—unintentionally. unconsciously. and uneffortfully. How are the
two modes of counteractive control related? Does the implicit mode precede
the explicit mode? Does the implicit mode substitute for the explicit mode:
Do the two modes of counteractive control occur simultaneocusly? These are
important questions for future research on self-control.

Conclusion

Self-control problems arise when the immediate situation elicits short-term
wishes and desires that are in conflict with long-term goals. People may pre-
fer to pursue their long-term goals and may possess the prerequisite skills and
freedom of choice. Nevertheless, they may be uncertain that this is what they
will actually do. People may suspect that in the actual situation they will be
unable to resist the temptation posed by the immedjate outcomes. Counterac-
tive control strategies are designed to enable people to act according to their
long-term goals despite the short-term costs of such action.

This chapter reviewed research on the antecedents, consequences, and
process of counteractive control. Some counteractive control strategies change
the choice alternatives, whereas others change the subjective evaluation of
the alternatives. People may change the choice alternatives by attaching a
punishment or reward to their choices or by precommittirig themselves to the
prelerable alternative and thus eliminating others. The subjective value of
the choice alternatives may be changed by bolstering the value of acting
according to long-term goals and linking such action to emotional gratifica-
tion and central self-standards. Counteractive control thus proactively
changes the motivational givens of the situation in favor of pursuing long-
term goals. With counteractive controls in place, the situation can exert
strong and even automatic influence over behavior without jeopardizing indi-
viduals' long-term interests.

The signature of counteractive control is that it increases the value of
acting according to long-term goals to the extent that such action has high
short-term costs. Without counteractive control, an action becomes less at-
tractive when it is associated with high short-term costs. The sacrifices that
are required by dieting, exercising, or studying ordinarily reduce the attrac-
tiveness of engaging in these activities. Our research shows that counterac-
tive control acts to increase the attractiveness of such activities in direct pro-
portion to their temporary unpleasantness. As a result, counteractive control
helps maintain a high probability of pursuing long-term goals despite the
short-term costs this may entail. This enables people to set long-term goals
and formulate plans for achieving them with a sense of assurance that they
will not be tempted to deviate from their plans in a way they will later regret.

Our research also shows that counteractive control is a flexible. goal-
directed process. First, people seem to exercise counteractive control when
short-term costs threaten their ability to pursue important rather than unim-
portant long-term goals. Second. counteractive control is exercised before but
not after performing the preferred activity. Before performing an activity,
counteractive control could help participants choose and carry out the activ-
ity, whereas after performing the activity, counteractive control ceases to
have instrumental value and could only reduce dissonance and regret (Aron-
son, 1997; Cooper & Fazio. 1984; Festinger, 1957). Third, counteractive con-
trol efforts are an inverted U-shaped function of short-term costs. When
short-term costs are very low, counteractive control is unnecessary. When
these costs are very high. counteractive control is insufficient. It is only at
intermediate levels of short-term costs that counteractive control determines
whether long-term goals will be pursued. It is therefore at this level t}.lat
counteractive control efforts are maximally exerted. Finally. counteractive
control is substitutable. People’s exposure to short-term outcomes does not
occur in a socjal vacuum. Social interactants, groups, and organizations may
institute incentives, sanctions, and rules that are designed to help individuals
overcome temptations. People seem sensitive to such alternative mez.ms. of
control. Counteractive control is exercised when it is necessary for achieving
long-term goals. When other, external means of control are in place, counter-
active control ceases. .

The flexibility and goal directedness of counteractive control strategies
does not necessarily mean that the use of these strategics is always based .on
conscious deliberation. Like any knowledge, counteractive control stra-tegles
may be automatized after being repeatedly and successfully employeFl in re-
solving previous self-control problems. As a result, people may exercise very
little conscious control in carrying out some or all of the steps in counterac-
tive control. People may identify the threat to their long-term goals, use a
self-control strategy (e.g., evaluative boosting of long-term goals), énd conse-
quently pursue their long-term goals more vigorously without being aware
of the relationships among these steps or consciously intending to carry them

out. People may be aware of the threat to their long-term goals and aware of
their self-control efforts, without realizing that it is the threat that caused the
self-control efforts. A student may attribute his preoccupation wit.h ar? up-
coming exam to the importance of the exam itself rather than to 51t.uatTonal
temptations not to study for the exam. In general, people may see their blaS(?d
evaluations and precommitments as reflecting the inherent value of the avail-
able options rather than as means to the end of overcoming the threat. posed
by short-term outcomes. Our research has been primarily Concefn'ed with the
conscious and deliberate aspects of counteractive control. Examining the'less
conscious aspects of counteractive control and how they relate to conscious



aspects of counteractive control remains an interesting topic for future re-
search.
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