The ironic implication of wanting more self-control '

A large volume of research documents the adaptive benefits of high self-control. Self-control facilitates
goal-attainment, interpersonal and social success, as well as academic achievement (e.g., Mischel, Shoda, &
Peake, 1988). Self-control also has a few downsides: Exerting self-control involves making immediate
sacrifices and high trait self-control is associated with more secure yet somewhat less exciting life. Most
people would probably like to have more self-control, but it is reasonable to expect that some people may

seek at times less self-control.

(SCM) represents . That Is, It
reflects one’s subjective sense of success in attaining a desired level of self-control. Because self-control
serves many valued goals, aspiration to improve self-control could facilitate long-term adaptation.
Notwithstanding, the present research focuses on short-term implications of SCM. It Is suggested that in the
face of an ongoing self-control struggle, high SCM could have counterproductive effects via highlighting
individual’s current incapacity (i.e., actual self / ought self discrepancy; Higgins, 1987). In bringing one’s
Incapacity to one’s awareness, SCM causes feeling of stress, cognitive withdrawal, and performance

decrement (e.g., Carver, 1979).

The present research introduces 4 studies that explored the effect of SCM on stress and performance

under demanding conditions. Strong SCM was hypothesized to bring about negative short-term effects.

In modeling SCM, a was used. The scale comprises of 8 items (e.g., | want to
be more self-disciplined, | want to be better able to resist temptations, | want to have more control over my
feelings). Respondents rate their level of agreement on a 5-point scale. Pretesting indicated high reliability

(e.g., Cronbach’s alpha = .84, N = 182).

Overview: This study explored longitudinally the effect of increasing academic pressure on students’ self-

control motive. It also explored the role of self-control motive in mediating ensuing stress reaction.

Participants: Eighty students (83% females; Mage = 22) volunteered for the two measurement occasions.

Tools & Procedure: In T1 (first two weeks of the Fall semester) and T2 (final two weeks of the Fall semester)

participants filled in: the , scale (Tangney et al., 2004), and a scale measuring their

current level of

Results

= Compared with T1, in T2 participants felt more stress (4.61 < 5.30; p <.01), less self-control (3.32 > 3.18; p
<.01), and a stronger SCM (3.63 < 3.78; p <.05).

= (T1) SCM was correlated (r =-.54 p <.01) with trait self-control and with academic stress (r = .29 p < .05).

Implying
that the causal process starts with one’s level of self-control motive (controlling for one’s level of trait self-

control). See

* The effect was stronger among individuals.
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Figure 1. The prospective effect of SCM on academic stress

(controlling for trait self-control)

Liad Uziel / Bar-llan University

This research introduces the construct of Self-Control Motive (SCM), which
reflects individuals' want to have more self-control. Four studies explored the
impact of SCM on self-control-related behavior in field and laboratory settings.
Studies 1 and 2 employed a longitudinal design in exploring the impact of SCM
on performance in an academic setting. Study 1 showed that SCM predicted an
Increase In stress as the final exams were approaching, especially among low
trait self-control individuals. Study 2 found that SCM was negatively associated
with one's ability to improve one's (fall semester) grade among students
expressing a goal to improve their grade (in a year-long course). Studies 3 and 4
explored the role of SCM in moderating behavior in lab settings. Study 3 found
that SCM had a negative impact on task persistence among ego-depleted
individuals. Study 4 showed that SCM was associated with solving fewer difficult
anagrams among low trait-control individuals. Together, the results show that
SCM is a potentially important determinant of self-regulatory ability. People In
general wish they had more self-control; alas, a strong SCM could be an obstacle
to success under demanding settings.

Overview: This study explored longitudinally the effect of SCM on academic achievement.

Participants: Forty-six students (83% females; Mage = 23) volunteered to participate in the two measurement

occasions.

Tools & Procedure: In T1 (first weeks of the Spring semester) participants completed the , and the

(Tangney et al., 2004). Ps also reported about their In a year-long

course (cog. psy.) and indicated whether they wished to the grade. They also reported about their

score. In T2 (after the final exams) participants reported about their

Results

= SCM (M = 3.56, SD = .85) was negatively correlated (r = -.43, p <.01) with trait self-control (M = 3.23, SD =

.62) but not with course grades.

= SCM interacted with students’ wish to improve their grade (B = -.44, p <.05; controlling for trait self-control

and SAT score). See

= SCM was not associated with grade improvement among students not wishing to improve their grade.
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Figure 2: The effect of SCM on grade improvement

among students expressing a wish to improve their

grade (controlling for trait self-control)
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Lab website:
http://faculty.biu.ac.il/~uzielll/index.htm

Study 3

Overview & Participants: Participants’ (43 students; 64% females; Mage = 24) self-control capacity was

measured following ego-depletion manipulation.

Tools & Procedure: On arriving at the lab participants completed the scale and the

Next, participants in the experimental (ego-depletion) condition (n = 22) performed a

(e.g. using non-dominant hand), whereas those in the control condition (n = 21) performed a

. Level of self-control was measured by timing Ps In finding
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Figure 3. The effect of SCM on task persistence

after an ego-depletion manipulation (controlling for

trait self-control)

Study 4

Overview & Participants: Participants’ (43 students; 51% males; Mage = 19) self-control capacity was

Tools & Procedure: On arriving at the lab participants completed the

measured among low and high self-control individuals.

scale and worked for

several minutes on a . Responses were judged for using a scale
ranging from 1 to 20 (M = 11.92, SD = 1.98). Level of self-control was measured with Ps ability to solve as

many difficult anagrams as possible.
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Figure 4: The effect of SCM on task performance

among high and low self-control individuals

= Self-control has numerous benefits. On average, people wish they had more self-control.

= However, 4 studies showed that a strong SCM has mostly negative effects on psychological and

behavioral outcomes.

= A strong SCM predicted increased stress and reduced ability to exert self-control when demands were

perceived as taxing one’s ability.

* The effects showed even after controlling for trait self-control, but they were sometimes stronger among

low self-control individuals.

» Future studies should explore long-term effects of SCM as well as ways to adaptively utilize strong SCM.



