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Should Birds of a Feather Flock Together?
Understanding Self-Control Decisions
in Dyads

HRISTINA DZHOGLEVA
CAIT POYNOR LAMBERTON

Can we rely on our high self-control friends to help us make better joint spending
and diet decisions? The current research reports seven studies showing that in
joint decisions, homogeneous high self-control pairs make less indulgent choices
than both homogeneous low self-control and mixed pairs. However, there is no
difference in the self-regulatory patterns of the latter two dyad types: having one
high self-control partner in a dyad does not lead to more restraint than having
none. The authors argue that this pattern exists because higher self-control indi-
viduals tend to prioritize prorelationship behaviors over their personal preference
for restraint. Therefore, they assent to the lower self-control partner’s more indul-
gent preferences. Consistent with this explanation, results suggest that interven-
tions that change individuals’ prorelationship motivation can alter this pattern. Given
the range of decisions consumers may make in couples or pairs, this research
has implications for consumers, marketers, and public-policy makers.

Despite the fact that consumers’ ability to exercise self-
control is recognized as partially socially determined

(Battaglini, Bénabou, and Tirole 2005; Heatherton and Vohs
1998; Pachucki, Jacques, and Christakis 2011), the bulk of
research in consumer behavior focuses on independent be-
haviors. For example, single individuals might be asked to
allocate money between repaying debt and spending on im-
mediate consumption (Haws, Bearden, and Nenkov 2011),
choose menu items (Wilcox, Kramer, and Sen 2011), or
determine how they will spend their time (Hung and Mu-
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khopadhyay 2012). To the extent that individuals exhibit
indulgence in these choices, we say that they possess low
self-control and, with it, may fall prey to a wide range of
pathologies—debt, obesity, or poor job performance (Tang-
ney, Baumeister, and Boone 2004).

In reality, however, many decisions involving self-regu-
lation are made in concert with others. That is, self-control
is essentially a social enterprise (Finkel et al. 2006; Fitz-
simons et al. 2005; Heatherton and Vohs 1998; Pachucki et
al. 2011; VanDellen and Hoyle 2010). As such, one stream
of research has focused on tasks performed independently
that are influenced by the mere presence (Ackerman et al.
2009; Herman, Roth, and Polivy 2003; McFerran et al. 2010;
VanDellen and Hoyle 2010) or thoughts of others (Martijn
et al. 2007). However, little work considers decisions that
are actively made as a collaborative process between two
individuals. For example, a pair of friends may decide to-
gether whether to study for an upcoming exam or go to a
movie. Similarly, a pair of workplace colleagues may decide
together whether to order a healthy lunch from the vegan
restaurant or opt for the wings-and-pizza combo. Further-
more, a couple may go grocery shopping together, create a
monthly household budget together, or decide jointly
whether to indulge on a luxurious vacation beyond their
budget. We call such decisions joint self-control decisions:
decisions in which the two partners in a couple provide input
into the decision-making process, ultimately reach one de-
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cision, and experience the outcomes related to their decision
together. Such joint self-control decisions fall under the cat-
egory of “joint decision, joint consumption” in the typology
proposed by Gorlin and Dhar (2012) or conjunctive tasks
(i.e., tasks on which all members must succeed for the dyad
to be successful) in the typology of Steiner (1966). Inter-
estingly, little research has focused on how dyads perform
on such decisions.

To address this gap in the literature, we examine the joint
self-control decisions of three dyad types, formed on the
basis of different combinations of partners’ trait self-control
levels. Specifically, we study dyads containing two low self-
control individuals (homogeneous low self-control), dyads
composed of one low self-control and one high self-control
individual (mixed self-control), and dyads containing two
high self-control partners (homogeneous high self-control).
Seven studies demonstrate that homogeneous high self-con-
trol dyads display more restraint in their joint self-control
decisions than both homogeneous low self-control and
mixed dyads. Importantly, though, despite the presence of
a higher self-control partner, the mixed dyad’s joint deci-
sions are no less indulgent than those of the homogeneous
low self-control pair. Building on Finkel and Campbell
(2001), we argue that this pattern exists because higher self-
control individuals have higher ability and stronger moti-
vation to engage in prorelationship behaviors than do lower
self-control individuals. Thus, in a mixed dyad, higher self-
control partners resolve conflict with a lower self-control
partner’s preferences by assenting to their indulgent ten-
dencies. Supporting this account, we show that increasing
(decreasing) the prorelationship motivation of low self-con-
trol (high self-control) individuals in mixed dyads improves
the mixed dyads’ joint self-control.

The current work contributes novel theoretical insights to
prior research. First, although past research has studied dy-
adic decision making in a variety of contexts, including but
not limited to negotiations (Ten Velden, Beersma, and De
Dreu 2010), organizational dyadic relationships (Basu and
Green 1995), and joint marital decisions (Corfman and Leh-
mann 1987; Ferber and Lee 1974; Park 1982; Rosen and
Grandbois 1983; Su, Fern, and Ye 2003), to our knowledge,
little work examines how dyads navigate self-control chal-
lenges together. Therefore, the current work responds to
Fitzsimons and Finkel’s recent call (2010) for inquiries into
the interplay of self and others’ self-regulation goals. Sec-
ond, past research suggests that high self-control has gen-
erally positive outcomes, such as better job and academic
performance, healthier interpersonal relationships, and greater
physiological and psychological well-being (de Ridder et al.
2012; Tangney et al. 2004). Our work suggests that high
self-control might be a double-edged sword in dyadic de-
cisions, since the tendency to engage in prorelationship be-
haviors may in fact threaten long-term financial and health
outcomes.

Finally, recent work on relationship quality and marital
well-being (Rick, Small, and Finkel 2011; Vohs, Finkenauer,
and Baumeister 2011) has focused on the effect of partners’

self-control levels or spending tendencies on relationship
quality outcomes. We extend this work by examining how
the different combinations of partners’ self-control scores
affect their success at joint self-regulation tasks (e.g., joint
spending, saving, and food decisions), which may have far-
reaching consequences for both the relationship and the in-
dividual dyad members.

We next describe the theoretical framework for our pre-
dictions about self-control decisions in dyads. We then report
seven studies involving lab, virtual, and real dyads in three
different self-control domains, each of which robustly dem-
onstrates our predicted pattern of effects. We close with a
discussion of implications, limitations, and opportunities for
future research.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

When Tendencies Agree: Homogeneous Dyads

One way to approach the question of joint self-regulation
is to consider the way that dyads may be composed. Indi-
viduals can be classified as chronically low or high at trait
self-control on the basis of their responses to a validated
measure of self-control (Baumeister 2002; Brief Self-Con-
trol Scale, Tangney et al. 2004). Trait self-control is an
individual difference in the amount of self-regulatory re-
sources one possesses that forms a stable aspect of person-
ality (Baumeister 2002). Across different situations and
time, some individuals are better than others at overriding
their automatic urges and forgoing short-term temptations
that would otherwise impede the accomplishment of long-
term or higher-level goals (Ainslie and Haslam 1992; Bau-
meister 2002; Tangney et al. 2004; Thaler 1991; Trope and
Fishbach 2000; Wertenbroch 1998). As a result, trait self-
control has been shown to reliably predict a wide range of
behaviors such as school and work performance, financial
management, eating, addictive behavior, affect regulation,
deviant behavior, interpersonal functioning, planning, and
decision making (Baumeister et al. 1998; de Ridder et al.
2012; Muraven and Baumeister 2000; Tangney et al. 2004).

Given this understanding of trait self-control, consider the
case of a homogeneous high self-control couple, which con-
sists of two high self-control partners. We predict that when
two high self-control individuals work together on a self-
regulatory decision or task, they will jointly make decisions
associated more with long-term goals than with immediate
indulgence: they will choose healthier but likely less tasty
foods, resist the temptation to incur debt to pursue indul-
gence, or persevere rather than give up at challenging tasks.
By contrast, often despite stated beliefs that they care about
long-term outcomes, lower self-control individuals are more
likely to chronically pursue short-term indulgences (Poynor
and Haws 2009). Thus, when two low self-control individ-
uals are paired, we anticipate they will both lean toward
more indulgent options than those selected by homogeneous
high self-control dyads. Formally:
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H1: Homogeneous high self-control dyads will make
less indulgent choices in joint self-regulation de-
cisions than homogeneous low self-control dyads.

When Tendencies Conflict: Mixed Dyads and
Prorelationship Behaviors

The more interesting case involves mixed dyads, where
one member of the couple has high and the other one has
low trait self-control. Understanding these dyads is partic-
ularly important in light of prior findings that in many mar-
riages, “opposites attract”; that is, members of couples are
likely to differ in their self-control (Vohs et al. 2011).

A number of possibilities exist for the exhibited self-
control of mixed dyads. First, it is possible that the presence
of a high self-control partner will create accountability in
the dyad (Seeley and Gardner 2006; Tetlock 1983). Since
virtues are usually more easily justified than vices (Okada
2005), an accountability mechanism would lead low self-
control individuals to lean toward more virtuous options than
they would on their own. It is also possible that high self-
control individuals’ observable achievements will act as so-
cial proof, suggesting that the high self-control individual’s
tendencies offer the surest route to success (VanDellen and
Hoyle 2010). Such an effect would make the high self-
control partner the more confident and trusted voice in the
decision making. Further, higher self-control individuals’
ability to present themselves well or deal with difficult part-
ners (Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007; Vohs, Baumeister,
and Ciarocco 2005) may raise their ability to persuade,
prompting the low self-control individual to temporarily
adopt their pursuit of long-term goals and agree to show
restraint. If any of these mechanisms were at play in mixed
dyads, we would see such pairs perform more like homo-
geneous high self-control than like homogeneous low self-
control dyads.

However, we argue that the conflict of chronic inclinations
created in mixed dyads leads to quite a different outcome
than might be predicted by work focusing mostly on indi-
vidual-level phenomena. This is because in a mixed dyad,
high and low self-control partners’ chronic inclinations are
likely to be in conflict: while the high self-control individual
is likely to focus on long-term goals, the low self-control
individual will be drawn to immediate gratification (Tangney
et al. 2004).

To resolve the conflict arising from the incompatible in-
clinations of the partners in a mixed dyad, one partner will
need to put aside his or her chronic choice tendencies in
the interest of a more prorelationship behavior, such as
avoiding conflict and maintaining the harmony in the in-
teraction (Finkel and Campbell 2001; Finkel and Rusbult
2008; Kelley and Thibaut 1978). Whether one engages in
prorelationship behaviors depends on both the motivation
and the ability to do so (Finkel and Campbell 2001).

We propose that higher self-control individuals are likely
to be both more able to engage in prorelationship behaviors
and more motivated to do so than are their lower self-control

partners. Past work suggests that inhibiting one’s gut-level
impulses to act in a self-interested manner in favor of more
prorelationship behaviors tends to be associated with a
higher chronic level of self-regulatory resources (Baumeister
and Exline 1999, 2000; Yovetich and Rusbult 1994). Since
high self-control individuals chronically possess more self-
regulatory resources than low self-control individuals, they
are better equipped to engage in prorelationship behaviors
(Finkel and Campbell 2001). Further, past work suggests
that high self-control individuals are more motivated to pro-
tect higher-level goals such as relationship harmony and
success, even when doing so requires sacrifice on their part
(Rawn and Vohs 2011; Tangney et al. 2004). Thus, high
self-control individuals are more motivated to act in manners
that preserve harmony such as accommodation in the face
of relationship stressors (Finkel and Campbell 2001), for-
giveness (Balliet, Li, and Joireman 2011; Pronk et al. 2010),
promise keeping (Peetz and Kammrath 2010), less aggres-
sion (DeWall et al. 2007), and more empathy (Tangney et
al. 2004).

What will a prorelationship behavior look like in a joint
decision-making context? Given that low self-control indi-
viduals will be more drawn to indulgent, short-term out-
comes, we propose that the prorelationship behavior of the
high self-control partner will be evidenced by a compromise
toward greater indulgence in the joint decision. By assenting
to their low self-control partner’s preference, high self-con-
trol individuals avoid conflict that could arise from the dif-
ferences in the partners’ chronic inclinations and thus pre-
serve the harmony in the interaction and the relationship.
Therefore, rather than being enhanced by the presence of a
high self-control partner, a mixed dyad’s performance may
instead be comparable to that of a homogeneous low self-
control pair.

We note that our theory corroborates the view of indi-
vidual self-control as being influenced by the person-situ-
ation interaction (Metcalfe and Mischel 1999). Specifically,
Metcalfe and Mischel (1999) suggest that trait self-control
may be displayed differently on the basis of contextual fac-
tors, such that such factors may lead higher self-control
individuals to indulge or, conversely, may prompt lower self-
control individuals to exhibit restraint. Thus, while the ten-
dency of higher trait self-control individuals is to exhibit
restraint in their individual decisions (Tangney et al. 2004),
in the context of a mixed dyad joint self-control task, we
predict that they will assent to the other person’s indulgent
preferences in order to preserve the harmony in the inter-
action and the relationship.

We will refer to more indulgent or short-term gratifica-
tion-oriented joint decisions as exhibiting less joint self-
control, while joint outcomes that show more restraint or
persistence are referred to as higher joint self-control de-
cisions. We note that this is not to suggest that high trait
self-control individuals demonstrate individual low self-con-
trol in this situation. Rather, given the lower self-control
partner’s preference for indulgence or short-term gratifica-
tion, the higher self-control partner’s prorelationship ten-
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TABLE 1

SUMMARY OF STUDIES

Study Dyads creation procedure Dyad type Hypothesis Dependent variable

1A Participants were randomly paired in the
lab. Dyads were classified post hoc as
one of the three dyad types.

Lab created H1, H2 Total grams of fat in selected menu
1B Lab created H1, H2 Persistence on an unsolvable anagram (in

seconds)
2A Dyads were married couples. One spouse

rated the trait self-control of both part-
ners. Couples were classified post hoc
as one of the three dyad types.

Married couples H1, H2 Frequency of eating fast food, joint saving
habits, retirement income, household
savings (in $), joint spending habits, joint
credit card debt (in $), frequency of pay-
ing joint credit card balance in full, and
frequency of paying overall obligations
on schedule

2B Dyads were married couples. Each spouse
rated his or her own trait self-control indi-
vidually. Couples were classified post
hoc as one of the three dyad types.

Married couples H1, H2 Willingness to incur credit card debt to pur-
chase a luxurious vacation (in $)

3 (process) NA NA H3 Ability and motivation to engage in prorela-
tionship behaviors

4A (process and
intervention)

Virtual dyads were created by modeling
nonrespondent spouses’ preferences in
ways consistent with respondent
spouses’ self-control ratings of their
partner.

Virtual H1, H2, H3 Preference for a $50 groceries gift card rel-
ative to a $50 restaurant gift card, likeli-
hood of selecting each gift card, amount
allocated to each gift certificate, gift card
choice

4B (process and
intervention)

Participants were randomly paired in the
lab on the basis of their trait self-control
to create mixed dyads.

Lab created H1, H2, H3 Restaurant gift card preference

dency may in fact lead to an indulgent decision, one that
undermines both partners’ ability to meet long-term goals
such as saving money or eating a healthy diet, a pattern
associated with low self-control in past literature (Bau-
meister 2002; de Ridder et al. 2012; Tangney et al. 2004).

Formally, we therefore predict that:

H2: While homogeneous high self-control dyads will
exhibit better self-control than will mixed self-
control dyads, there will be no significant differ-
ence in the restraint displayed by mixed and ho-
mogeneous low self-control dyads.

H3: As self-control rises, so do ability and motivation
to behave in a prorelationship manner in joint de-
cision-making contexts.

We test these hypotheses in seven studies (see table 1). Using
arbitrarily created dyads in a lab setting, studies 1A and 1B
support hypotheses 1 and 2 in both hypothetical (study 1A:
selection of menu items) and real (study 1B: persistence on
a difficult task) joint self-control tasks. In each study, ho-
mogeneous high self-control dyads exhibit more restraint
than both homogeneous low self-control and mixed dyads;
however, consistent with our predictions, there is no sig-
nificant difference in the self-regulation of the latter two
dyad types. Studies 2A and 2B reveal that actual married
couples exhibit the same self-regulatory patterns as seen in
the arbitrary lab pairings of individuals in studies 1A and
1B. Studies 3, 4A, and 4B examine the underlying mech-
anism driving these effects. Specifically, study 3 shows that
higher self-control individuals possess greater motivation
and greater ability to engage in prorelationship behaviors

than do lower self-control individuals. Building on this find-
ing, study 4A reveals that externally raising the prorela-
tionship motivation of low self-control individuals signifi-
cantly improves the mixed dyad’s joint restraint, while study
4B shows that externally decreasing the high self-control
individuals’ prorelationship motivation can also elevate the
mixed dyad’s joint self-control. Thus, in addition to pro-
viding process evidence via a moderation-of-process design
(Spencer, Zanna, and Fong 2005), the last two studies iden-
tify simple, practical messages that could be used to improve
consumer well-being.

STUDY 1: SELF-CONTROL IN
LAB-CREATED DYADS

Studies 1A and 1B test hypotheses 1 and 2. In both stud-
ies, lab participants were paired with another participant in
their session to form the three focal dyad types (homoge-
neous low self-control, mixed self-control, and homoge-
neous high self-control dyads). All dyads were then given
an opportunity to make a joint self-control decision, in-
volving either choices from a lunch menu (study 1A) or the
length of time for which to persist at a challenging task
(study 1B).

STUDY 1A

Method

Design and Participants. Study 1A used a 3 (dyad type:
homogeneous low self-control, mixed, homogeneous high
self-control) group design. A total of 74 individual partic-
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FIGURE 1

STUDY 1A: TOTAL GRAMS OF FAT IN THE SELECTED MENUS

ipants (61% males, Mage p 20.5 years) from an introductory
marketing course at the University of Pittsburgh completed
the study in exchange for course credit.

Procedure. First, all participants filled out the 13-item
self-control scale designed to measure individual differences
in trait self-control (Tangney et al. 2004). All respondents
were then given a series of unrelated tasks to work on for
approximately 15 minutes. While participants were working
on these tasks, the lab administrator calculated each indi-
vidual’s trait self-control score and classified participants as
low or high self-control depending on whether their score
was below or above the average self-control in the popu-
lation, determined by a separate pretest (M p 4.20, SD p
.63). Then, the lab administrator paired each participant with
a partner of either a different or a similar self-control level,
in order to create the three types of self-control dyads: ho-
mogeneous low self-control (n p 12), mixed (n p 19), and
homogeneous high self-control (n p 6). Participants in each
dyad were then asked to work together on a subsequent
menu selection task, with instructions intended to ensure
that they treated the task as a joint task and did not select
their own individual menus instead:

Now imagine that you and your partner in this study have
decided to have lunch together at a small local restaurant
located close to the school. The restaurant has an ongoing
lunch promotion called “A Lunch Menu for 2 for Half the
Price,” which basically means that you will get a 50% dis-
count off your bill if you both order the same meals. You
and your partner decide to take advantage of this promotion.
You both have the goal of staying in shape this semester. So
you agree to try to balance your desire to choose something
healthy—low in fat and calories—with something delicious
that you’ll both like.

Each pair was then given a lunch menu and asked to circle
the foods they would like to order together. The menu con-
tained a list of the available lunch options along with in-
formation about their caloric and fat content. After com-
pletion of the menu selection task, all participants provided
their demographic information, were thanked for their par-
ticipation, and were dismissed.

A separate group of participants (n p 101) was asked to
read a description of this scenario and asked to indicate how
realistic it is, as well as how realistic it is in general to share
meals in order to take advantage of an available promotion
at a restaurant. Results revealed that the scenario is realistic
(M p 5.21, SD p 1.53, vs. 4 [scale midpoint]; t(100) p
7.93, p ! .0001) and that it is realistic to decide to share
meals to use an available promotion when eating out (M p
6.08, SD p 1.25, vs. 4 [scale midpoint]; t(100) p 16.76,
p ! .0001).

Analysis and Results

In all experiments partial data were provided by some
respondents on some variables; where data are available,
they are included in the analysis.

Partners’ Self-Control Scores in the Three Dyad Types. We
first checked to ensure that low self-control and high self-
control individuals had equivalent self-control scores no
matter whether they were placed in homogeneous or mixed
dyads. As intended, the high self-control partners in the
homogeneous high self-control and mixed dyads had signifi-
cantly higher self-control scores than the low self-control
partners in homogeneous low self-control and mixed dyads
(all p ! .0001). Furthermore, the mean self-control score of
high self-control individuals placed in homogeneous dyads
(M p 4.67, SD p .30) was not significantly different from
that of high self-control individuals placed in mixed dyads
(M p 4.82, SD p .54; p p .37); the mean self-control of
low self-control partners in homogeneous dyads (M p 3.83,
SD p .61) was slightly higher than that of low self-control
partners in mixed dyads (M p 3.49, SD p .48; p p .05).
To ensure that this inadvertent difference does not confound
our results, we conducted the same analysis in all other
studies; this issue did not arise in any of them.

Total Grams of Fat in Selected Menu. We used the total
grams of fat in the selected menu as our measure of self-
control, such that higher fat content signaled less self-control
(Fujita and Han 2009; Giner-Sorolla 2001). To account for
the unequal number of pairs in the three conditions resulting
from the nature of the participants in the sessions, a
weighted-means ANOVA was estimated (Keppel and Zed-
eck 1989) using the total grams of fat in the selected menu
as the dependent variable and the dyad type as the between-
subjects factor. Results revealed a significant main effect of
the dyad type on the total amount of fat (F(2, 34) p 3.34,
p ! .05; see fig. 1). As predicted in hypotheses 1 and 2,
planned contrasts showed that the homogeneous high self-
control dyads (M p 20.17, SD p 6.13) selected lunch
menus that contained significantly less fat than did the ho-
mogeneous low self-control dyads (M p 54.83, SD p
10.26; F(1, 34) p 5.65, p p .02). The homogeneous high
self-control dyads also chose less fatty menus than did the
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mixed dyads (M p 50.26, SD p 11.23; F(1, 34) p 4.26,
p ! .05). However, the menus selected by homogeneous low
self-control and mixed pairs did not differ significantly from
each other in terms of their fat content (p p .76). We
obtained the same results when we used the total amount
of calories in the selected menu as the dependent variable;
amount of calories and grams of fat in the chosen menu are
highly correlated (r p .97, p ! .0001).

STUDY 1B

Given the use of a hypothetical, scenario-based self-con-
trol measure, it might be argued that the observed differ-
ences in the self-regulation of the three dyad types in study
1A are due to differences in their lay theories about how
they would behave in such situations. That is, higher self-
control individuals might intuit that they would assent to
their partner’s preferences on such a choice but might show
stronger adherence to self-regulation in an actual task.
Therefore, we sought to replicate these effects using a real
self-control behavior in study 1B. Furthermore, study 1B
aims to replicate the effects using a larger sample size to
account for the small cell sizes in study 1A.

Method

Design and Participants. Study 1B used a 3 cell (dyad
type: homogeneous low self-control, mixed, homogeneous
high self-control) design. Individual participants (n p 240,
57% males, Mage p 20.4 years) were students at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh who completed the study for course
credit.

Procedure. Participants first filled out the Brief Self-
Control Scale (Tangney et al. 2004), worked individually
on several unrelated filler tasks taking approximately 25
minutes, and then were randomly paired with a partner from
the same experimental session. All dyads were then asked
to work together on an anagram-solving task, which con-
tained four solvable and one unsolvable anagram. Following
prior research (Muraven, Tice, and Baumeister 1998), we
used the persistence of the dyads at attempting to solve the
unsolvable anagram as a measure of their self-control. Per-
sisting on a challenging task requires overriding an easy,
appealing response (i.e., quitting) and hence constitutes a
self-control task (Muraven et al. 1998). The experimenter
was present in the lab session to ensure that both members
of the dyads participated in the anagram task jointly and
noted that in no cases did it appear that the task was simply
delegated to one or the other member of the group. We note
that this was a joint self-control task as both partners had
to jointly decide whether to keep working on the anagrams
or proceed with the study and ultimately leave the lab. It
was not possible for one partner to proceed with the study
and leave the lab without the other partner.

Analysis and Results

We excluded from the analysis seven pairs in which one
or both of the partners did not provide responses to the self-
control scale and thus could not be assigned to a condition,
as well as 13 additional pairs that encountered logistical
issues during the study administration (i.e., were interrupted
or had computer problems during the anagram-solving task).
For the remaining pairs, we used the average self-control
in the sample (M p 4.31, SD p .59) to classify participants
as low or high self-control individuals. Then, depending on
each partner’s classification, we classified each pair as one
of the three dyad types under study—homogeneous low (n
p 30), mixed (n p 48), and homogeneous high self-control
dyads (n p 22).

Partners’ Self-Control Scores in the Three Dyad Types. As
in study 1A, we ensured that both low and high self-control
individuals had comparable self-control scores irrespective
of whether they were placed in homogeneous or mixed dy-
ads (both p 1 .35). Moreover, high self-control partners in
both homogeneous and mixed dyads had higher self-control
than low self-control partners in homogeneous and mixed
dyads (all p ! .0001). The mean self-control levels of the
partners in the three dyads were as follows: homogeneous
low self-control dyads (M p 3.85, SD p .33), homoge-
neous high self-control dyads (M p 4.78, SD p .34), high
self-control partners in mixed dyads (M p 4.83, SD p .32),
and low self-control partners in mixed dyads (M p 3.92, SD
p .32). The same analyses were conducted in all other stud-
ies; the results were similar and thus are not discussed further.

Persistence Time. We first note that there were no sig-
nificant differences among the three dyads in the time spent
on the four solvable anagrams (all p 1 .23). This result is
not surprising given the fact that those anagrams were rel-
atively easy and were thus solved by almost all dyads. Time
spent working on the unsolvable anagram was significantly
skewed (skewness p 1.13; Shapiro-Wilk’s W p .912, p !

.0001). We therefore conducted a one-way ANOVA on the
log-transformed persistence time as a function of the dyad
type condition. Results revealed a significant main effect of
dyad type (F(2, 97) p 6.10, p p .003; see fig. 2). Ho-
mogeneous high self-control dyads persisted significantly
longer (log-transformed M p 4.61, SD p .48; raw M p
111.9 seconds, SD p 53.84) at attempting to solve the
unsolvable anagram than both the homogeneous low self-
control (log-transformed M p 4.06, SD p .54; raw M p
66.7 seconds, SD p 37.72; F(1, 97) p 11.98, p ! .001)
and mixed dyads (log-transformed M p 4.24, SD p .62;
raw M p 82.3 seconds, SD p 48.78; F(1, 97) p 6.44, p
p .01). Again consistent with study 1A, there was no sig-
nificant difference between the persistence of the latter two
dyads (p p .17).

Discussion

Studies 1A and 1B provide support for hypotheses 1 and
2, showing that homogeneous high self-control dyads made
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FIGURE 2

STUDY 1B: PERSISTENCE TIME AT AN UNSOLVABLE
ANAGRAM (IN SECONDS)

NOTE.—Although the analysis was conducted on the log-transformed
persistence time, for exposition purposes, the average persistence
time of each dyad type is depicted in seconds.

more healthy choices and showed greater persistence than
did both homogeneous low self-control and mixed self-con-
trol pairs, as reflected in both hypothetical and actual joint
self-control decisions. However, as predicted, there were no
significant differences in the self-regulatory behaviors of the
latter two types of dyads. Essentially, these results suggest
that having one high self-control individual in the dyad
might not be enough to ensure its successful self-control in
joint endeavors.

The advantage of using lab-created dyads in the first two
studies is that the manipulation of the dyad type eliminates
any self-selection concerns. However, since the dyads in the
first two studies were ad hoc pairings, it might be argued
that the results might not persist or might be completely
different in enduring relationships. Perhaps over the course
of a longer relationship, high self-control individuals would
enforce their standards on a low self-control partner, thus
enhancing the overall performance of the dyad. Further, it
could be argued that the decisions made in these studies,
while requiring self-regulatory resources, were somewhat
atypical and did not have long-term consequences for the
dyads, making it less important for the higher self-control
partners to preserve their chronic tendencies. Therefore,
studies 2A and 2B test hypotheses 1 and 2 using actual
married couples to see whether results persist when long-
term patterns of behavior may lead to different life outcomes
for both individuals. Furthermore, using married couples
allows us to see whether our results hold in a situation in
which the high self-control partner’s observable achieve-
ments might act as social proof and thus could elevate the
self-control performance of mixed dyads to that of homo-
geneous high self-control.

STUDY 2: SELF-CONTROL IN
MARRIED COUPLES

STUDY 2A

Method

Participants. Married members of Amazon’s Mechani-
cal Turk panel (n p 205, 35% males, Mage p 37.4 years)
completed the survey online in exchange for a small pay-
ment.

Procedure. Participants were first asked to rate their own
trait self-control using the Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney
et al. 2004; a p .90). After that, similar to in Righetti and
Finkenauer (2011), respondents used a modified version of
the same scale to rate their spouse’s trait self-control (a p
.88; sample items: “my spouse is good at resisting temp-
tation,” “pleasure and fun sometimes keep my spouse from
getting work done”). To assess participants’ knowledge of
their spouses and confidence in their ability to judge their
partners’ self-control, we asked them to answer the follow-
ing questions: “How well do you know your spouse?” and
“How confident are you in your ability to judge your
spouse’s self-control?” both measured on a 7-point scale
anchored by 1 p “not at all” and 7 p “very much.”

After a filler task designed to clear working memory,
participants completed a set of measures of the couple’s
joint self-control success in the three self-control domains
of interest (eating, saving, and spending): frequency of eat-
ing fast food, joint saving habits, retirement income, house-
hold savings (in $), joint spending habits, joint credit card
debt (in $), frequency of paying joint credit card balance in
full, and frequency of paying overall obligations on sched-
ule. All measures were objective (rather than perceptions
based) and can be found in table 2. Finally, we included a
measure designed to identify individuals who did not pay
attention carefully (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko
2009; as used by Nelson and Simmons 2009).

Analysis and Results

We excluded 12 participants who failed the instructional
manipulation check (following Nelson and Simmons 2009).
Including those individuals does not change the results.

Participants’ Accuracy in the Assessment of Their Spouses’
Trait Self-Control. We first assessed the extent to which
participants felt they knew their spouse and were confident
in their ability to judge their partner’s self-control. Results
revealed that participants felt they knew their spouses rel-
atively well (M p 6.63, SD p .62, vs. 4.00 [scale midpoint];
t(192) p 59.35, p ! .0001) and exhibited relatively high
confidence in their ability to judge their spouses’ self-control
(M p 6.13, SD p .91, vs. 4.00 [scale midpoint]; t(192) p
32.64, p ! .0001). To ensure that participants were indeed
accurate in their assessments of the trait self-control of their
spouses, we recontacted a subsample of our participants and
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TABLE 2

STUDY 2A: JOINT SELF-CONTROL OF MARRIED COUPLES (MEASURES, MEANS, AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS)

Self-control dependent variable Mhom LSC Mmixed SC Mhom HSC

Joint self-control at eating:
How often does your family eat fast food? Please enter a number

below that indicates how many times per month your family eats
fast food.

4.54 (3.78);
Mlog p 1.52 (.64)

4.66 (5.14);
Mlog p 1.41 (.81)

2.92 (2.85);
Mlog p 1.17 (.64)

Joint self-control at saving:
How would you describe your and your spouse’s joint saving hab-

its? (a 7-point scale, 1 p we do not save at all, 7 p we save
regularly by putting money aside each month) 4.05 (1.90) 4.39 (2.02) 5.59 (1.73)

How would you rate the retirement income you and your spouse re-
ceive (or expect to receive) from Social Security and job pen-
sions? (a 7-point scale, 1 p totally inadequate, 4 p enough to
maintain living standards, 7 p very satisfactory; modified from
the FRB Survey of Consumer Finances) 3.05 (1.62) 3.24 (1.61) 3.79 (1.53)

At the household level, approximately how much money do you and
your spouse have in saving and investment accounts (i.e., com-
bined money in saving and investment accounts)?

$66,340 (119,576);
Mlog p 8.39 (3.99)

$80,372 (269,139);
Mlog p 8.17 (3.78)

$110,956 (201,394);
Mlog p 9.63 (3.15)

Joint self-control at spending:
How would you describe your and your spouse’s joint spending

habits? (a 7-point scale, 1 p usually spend more than our in-
come, 4 p usually spend as much as our income, 7 p usually
spend less than our income; modified from the FRB Survey of
Consumer Finances) 4.41 (1.70) 4.83 (1.47) 5.58 (1.31)

Approximately how much joint credit card debt do you and your
spouse currently have (i.e., combined credit card debt)?

$5,201 (7,595);
Mlog p 5.40 (4.18)

$5,986 (8,303);
Mlog p 5.50 (4.30)

$3,227 (6,785);
Mlog p 3.95 (4.16)

How often do you and your spouse pay your joint credit card bal-
ances in full? Please write N/A below if you do not have joint
credit cards. (a 7-point scale, 1 p never, we always carry a bal-
ance, 7 p we pay our entire balance every month; Nenkov, In-
man, and Hulland 2007) 4.11 (2.33) 4.20 (2.47) 5.53 (1.99)

On average, are you paying off your overall debt ahead of sched-
ule, behind schedule, or are the payments about on schedule? (a
7-point scale, 1 p behind schedule, 4 p about on schedule, 7 p
ahead of schedule; modified from the FRB Survey of Consumer
Finances) 4.30 (1.44) 4.41 (1.60) 5.26 (1.43)

NOTE.—hom p homogeneous; LSC p low self-control; HSC p high self-control; FRB p Federal Reserve Board. Standard deviations in
parentheses.

asked them to have their spouse fill out a short questionnaire
in exchange for a small monetary payment (a total of 84
participants were contacted, and 54 of them responded to
our request, yielding a 64.3% response rate). In this survey,
the spouses of our participants were asked to rate their own
self-control using the Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney et
al. 2004). There was a high correlation between participants’
assessments of their spouses’ self-control and their spouses’
self-reported self-control (r p .72, p ! .0001). We note that
these results are in line with previous work of Righetti and
Finkenauer (2011), who also demonstrate that people in close
relationships can detect their partner’s trait self-control.

Couples’ Joint Self-Control. We used participants’ rat-
ings of their own self-control and their spouse’s self-control
to classify the couples as one of the three dyad types (ho-
mogeneous low [n p 56], mixed [n p 71], and high self-
control [n p 66] dyads) in the same way as in study 1B.
Three of the couples’ joint self-control outcome measures
(times eating fast food per month, amount of savings, and
amount of credit card debt) were significantly positively
skewed and therefore were log transformed.

We conducted separate ANOVAs on the eight different
joint self-control measures using the dyad type as the be-
tween-subjects factor. Results revealed a significant main
effect on each of the outcomes of interest (see tables 2 and
3). Follow-up analysis showed that homogeneous high self-
control couples eat fast food less frequently, had better sav-
ing and spending habits, had more satisfactory retirement
income and more savings, owed significantly less money in
joint credit card debt, paid their credit card balances in full
more frequently, and were more likely to be ahead of sched-
ule in paying down their overall obligations (mortgages,
student and car loans, etc.) than both homogeneous low self-
control and mixed couples. Importantly, though, consistent
with hypothesis 2, there were no significant differences be-
tween the homogeneous low self-control and mixed couples
on any of the joint self-control measures (all p p NS).

Discussion

Replicating the results of studies 1A and 1B, in study 2A
homogeneous high self-control couples appeared to exhibit
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TABLE 3

STUDY 2A: ANOVA RESULTS

Planned contrasts

Main effect of dyad type
Homogeneous LSC versus
homogeneous HSC dyads

Mixed versus
homogeneous HSC dyads

Homogeneous LSC
versus mixed dyads

Times eating fast
food per month F(2, 189) p 3.86, p p .02 F(1, 189) p 7.14, p ! .01 F(1, 189) p 3.86, p p .05 F(1, 189) p .68, p p .41

Joint savings habits F(2, 190) p 11.55, p ! .0001 F(1, 190) p 20.07, p ! .0001 F(1, 190) p 13.73, p ! .001 F(1, 190) p 1.02, p p .31
Retirement income F(2, 190) p 3.64, p p .03 F(1, 190) p 4.08, p p .04 F(1, 190) p 6.48, p p .01 F(1, 190) p .43, p p .51
Amount of savings F(2, 187) p 3.01, p p .05 F(1, 187) p 5.33, p p .02 F(1, 187) p 3.45, p p .07 F(1, 187) p .11, p p .74
Joint spending habits F(2, 190) p 9.66, p ! .0001 F(1, 190) p 18.44, p p .0001 F(1, 190) p 8.51, p ! .01 F(1, 190) p 2.48, p p .12
Amount of credit

card debt* F(2, 141) p 3.73, p p .03 F(1, 141) p 3.63, p p .06 F(1, 141) p 6.75, p p .01 F(1, 141) p .02, p p .90
Frequency of paying

credit card bal-
ances in full* F(2, 141) p 6.25, p ! .01 F(1, 141) p 8.88, p ! .01 F(1, 141) p 9.17, p ! .01 F(1, 141) p .04, p p .85

Frequency of paying
overall debt on
schedule F(2, 189) p 7.84, p ! .001 F(1, 189) p 12.32, p ! .001 F(1, 189) p 11.02, p ! .01 F(1, 189) p .15, p p .70

NOTE.—LSC p low self-control; HSC p high self-control. Partial data were provided by some respondents on some variables; where data are
available, they are included in the analysis.

*Forty-nine participants indicated that they did not possess joint credit cards with their spouses. Therefore, the degrees of freedom are smaller than
those for all other measures.

more self-control in spending, saving, and eating than did
both homogeneous low self-control and mixed couples.
However, as predicted and seen in our lab experiments, there
were no differences between mixed and homogeneous low
self-control dyads in any of the self-control domains con-
sidered. That is, married couples exhibited the same patterns
of restraint and indulgence across a variety of important
self-control domains as did our pairings of participants in
the lab. Importantly, this study also ruled out the possibility
that in the interactions of mixed dyads over extended periods
of time, the higher self-control partners would become the
more trusted voice in the decision making due to their ob-
servable achievements. Furthermore, in contrast to the one-
shot behaviors examined in the first two studies, in this study
all self-control measures were cumulative outcomes, which
are the result of an aggregation of self-control behaviors
across time and different situations and as such are more
robust measures of self-control success (Haws et al. 2013).

Given the convergence between spouses’ ratings revealed
in the recontact evaluations and the previous work of Righ-
etti and Finkenauer (2011), we have confidence that partic-
ipants reported their spouses’ trait self-control with a rea-
sonable level of accuracy. However, since this study relied
only on the responses/perceptions of one of the spouses in
the couple, it would be ideal to obtain individual self-eval-
uations from both spouses. Thus, the next study demon-
strates our effects again with married couples but in contexts
in which both spouses report their own self-control and
actively participate in an experimental decision-making pro-
cess.

STUDY 2B

Method

Design and Participants. Study 2B followed a 3 (dyad
type: homogeneous low self-control, mixed, homogeneous
high self-control) group design. We recruited couples (n p
63, Mwife age p 41 years, Mhus age p 43 years) at church coffee
hours, who completed the study in exchange for a payment
of $10.

Procedure. The couples were presented with an imagi-
nation task, in which they were asked to imagine as vividly
as possible the following scenario:

Now please imagine that while looking for a quiet getaway
destination for an upcoming weekend, you came across a
good deal for an amazing 3-day vacation in the Bahamas.
The price for an all-inclusive vacation for both of you ranges
between $1200 and $2200, depending on how luxurious a
package you choose. The amount of money you have allo-
cated for this weekend totals $1000. If you decide to book
the 3-day vacation in the Bahamas, you would need to put
any amount above this (ranging from $200 to $1200) on your
credit card.

At the end of the scenario, participants were asked to make
a joint decision and indicate how much money they were
willing to charge on their credit cards in order to purchase
the 3-day vacation in the Bahamas. The amount of money
that participants were willing to put on their credit cards
(between $0 and $1,200; hereafter referred to as the debt
amount) was used as a measure of the couple’s joint self-
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control (following Mansfield, Pinto, and Parente [2003] and
Meier and Sprenger [2010]). After completing approxi-
mately two pages of other attitudinal measures, filler ques-
tions, and demographics, the spouses were separated and
privately responded to the Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney
et al. 2004).

Analysis and Results

We classified the couples post hoc as one of the three
dyad types in the same way as in prior experiments—ho-
mogeneous low self-control (n p 15), mixed (n p 35), and
homogeneous high self-control (n p 13) couples. To ac-
count for the excess number of zeros on the dependent var-
iable and its skewed distribution (skewness p 1.10; Sha-
piro-Wilk’s W p .848, p ! .0001), a zero-inflated Poisson
regression (Lambert 1992) was run in which the couple’s
debt amount was predicted by the dyad type. The results of
the regression model indicated a significant main effect of
the dyad type (x2(2) p 103.15, p ! .0001; the change in
the log likelihood between the null and the full models).
Results further demonstrated that the homogeneous low self-
control and the mixed couples were both willing to charge
about 1.3 times more money on their credit cards in order
to book the indulgent vacation than were the homogeneous
high self-control couples (b p .26, exp(b) p 1.30, Wald
x2(1) p 149.02, p ! .0001; and b p .23, exp(b) p 1.26,
Wald x2(1) p 167.29, p ! .0001, respectively). Finally, there
were no significant differences between the homogeneous
low self-control and the mixed couples in the amount of
debt they were willing to incur (p p .16).

Discussion

Study 2B replicated the findings from the first three stud-
ies and provided additional support for hypotheses 1 and 2.
In contrast to study 2A in which we relied on the responses
of only one of the spouses, in this study we collected data
from both spouses working together at the same time. Fur-
thermore, similar to studies 1A and 1B, in this study we
used an observable, close-ended, one-shot decision as a mea-
sure of the couples’ joint self-control, which complements
our use of cumulative outcomes in study 2A. Again, we
observe convergent patterns. When presented with a hy-
pothetical situation in which the couple had to incur debt
in order to purchase an indulgent vacation, homogeneous
high self-control couples were willing to charge significantly
less money to their credit cards than homogeneous low self-
control and mixed couples. However, as predicted, there was
no significant difference in the self-regulation exhibited by
the latter two types of dyads.

The next three studies attempt to elucidate the mechanism
driving these effects. Specifically, study 3 aims to provide
support for hypothesis 3 and demonstrate that higher self-
control individuals possess greater ability and motivation to
engage in prorelationship behaviors when making joint de-
cisions with other people. Building on this finding, studies
4A and 4B provide additional process evidence using a mod-

eration-of-process design and show that the self-control be-
haviors of mixed dyads can be altered predictably by ma-
nipulating the motivation component of the tendency to
engage in prorelationship behaviors.

STUDY 3: TRAIT SELF-CONTROL AND
PRORELATIONSHIP BEHAVIORS

Method

Design and Participants. Participants (n p 192, 48%
males, Mage p 30.7 years) were recruited through Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk and asked to complete a short survey on-
line in exchange for a small payment.

Procedure. Participants were first asked to imagine that
they are making a joint decision with someone else (i.e.,
their spouse, a friend of theirs, or a colleague). Following
Ryan and Deci (2000), to capture participants’ motivation
to act in a prorelationship manner, we asked them to indicate
how much they valued each of seven prorelationship behav-
iors—“avoiding conflict between me and my partner,” “keep-
ing things smooth between me and my partner,” “maintain-
ing harmony between me and my partner,” “getting along
with my partner,” “avoiding tension between me and my
partner,” “reaching a decision that my partner is happy
about,” and “acting in a way that would be beneficial to the
relationship with my partner”—on a 7-point scale, anchored
by 1 p “not important at all” and 7 p “extremely im-
portant.” To assess participants’ ability to act in a prorela-
tionship manner, we asked them to think about their past
experiences in making joint decisions and indicate how able
they usually were to exhibit each of the above seven be-
haviors in such situations using a 7-point scale, where 1 p
“not at all” and 7 p “very much.” Finally, participants
completed a filler task (i.e., rated their enjoyment of different
pictures), responded to the Brief Self-Control Scale (Tang-
ney et al. 2004), and provided their demographic informa-
tion.

Analysis and Results

An explanatory factor analysis with a varimax rotation
conducted on the 14 motivation- and ability-related items
revealed a two-factor structure; all motivation-related items
loaded significantly on one factor (factor loadings ranging
from .70 to .91), while the ability-related items loaded sig-
nificantly on a second factor (factor loadings ranging from
.73 to .92). We averaged the items that loaded on each of
the two factors to create the following composite indexes:
a seven-item scale measuring motivation to engage in pro-
relationship behaviors (a p .94) and a seven-item scale
measuring ability to engage in prorelationship behaviors (a
p .95). Two simple regressions revealed that trait self-con-
trol was a significant positive predictor of both participants’
motivation (b p .15, t(190) p 2.42, p p .02) and ability
to engage in prorelationship behaviors (b p .37, t(190) p
5.20, p ! .0001).

This content downloaded from 99.119.73.23 on Wed, 30 Apr 2014 15:56:52 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


DZHOGLEVA AND LAMBERTON 000

Please use DOI when citing. Page numbers are not final.

Discussion

Study 3 provided support for hypothesis 3, revealing that
high self-control is associated with greater motivation and
greater ability to act in a prorelationship manner. This means
that in a mixed dyad (in which the chronic inclinations of
the two partners are in conflict), the high self-control partner
will be more likely to assent to their lower self-control part-
ner’s preferences—a proclivity that may help explain re-
lationship success (Tangney et al. 2004) but that leads to
suboptimal joint self-regulatory outcomes. In the next two
studies we build on these correlational findings experimen-
tally.

STUDY 4: PROCESS AND
INTERVENTIONS

The objective of the next two studies was to provide more
robust process evidence using a moderation-of-process de-
sign (Spencer et al. 2005), as well as to test two interventions
that could improve the self-control of mixed dyads. Our
theory and findings so far suggest that low self-control in-
dividuals are less likely to compromise in mixed dyads be-
cause they possess lower motivation and lower ability to
engage in prorelationship behaviors than high self-control
individuals. In the next two studies, we provide process
evidence by manipulating the motivation component of the
tendency to engage prorelationship behaviors.

STUDY 4A

In study 4A we gave an intervention designed to increase
motivation to engage in prorelationship behaviors to one of
the partners in the mixed dyad (either the low or the high
self-control partner) or none of the partners. We argue that
externally increasing the low self-control partners’ moti-
vation to act in a prorelationship manner should prompt them
to yield to the beneficial influence of their high self-control
partner. If the low self-control partner shows willingness to
compromise, the high self-control partner no longer needs
to. As a result, the joint self-control of mixed dyads in which
the low self-control partner receives the intervention should
improve relative to homogeneous low self-control and no-
intervention mixed dyads and be comparable to that of ho-
mogeneous high self-control dyads. In contrast, if our pro-
relationship account holds, externally increasing the high
self-control partner’s motivation to engage in prorelation-
ship behaviors should not make a difference—the joint self-
control of mixed dyads in which the high self-control partner
receives the intervention should be similar to that of ho-
mogeneous low and no-intervention mixed dyads and sig-
nificantly lower than that of homogeneous high self-control
dyads.

Method

Design and Participants. Married participants (n p 398,
51% males, Mage p 35.4 years) were recruited through Am-

azon’s Mechanical Turk and completed the study online in
exchange for a small payment. Study 4A followed a 5 group
design. Three cells should replicate our prior effects: (ho-
mogeneous low self-control dyad [n p 95], no-intervention
mixed dyads [n p 100], homogeneous high self-control
dyad [n p 100]). However, we also added two cells in which
we would test for moderation of prior patterns: mixed dyads
in which the low self-control partner received the high pro-
relationship motivation intervention (n p 55) and mixed
dyads in which the high self-control partner received the
high prorelationship motivation intervention (n p 48).

Procedure. First, as in study 2A, participants rated their
own and their spouse’s self-control using the Brief Self-
Control Scale (Tangney et al. 2004). The trait self-control
ratings were used to classify both the participant and spouse
as either low or high self-control individuals as in previous
studies and identify the type of dyad they were in (homo-
geneous low self-control, mixed, or homogeneous high self-
control). The nonparticipant spouses’ trait self-control rating
was also used to infer their behavior in the experimental
situation, as described below. After completing a series of
filler tasks, participants were told that in the following task
they would have to imagine themselves making several joint
decisions with their spouse and asked to enter their spouse’s
name.

Then before proceeding to the joint decisions, participants
who were in a mixed couple were randomly assigned to
either a high prorelationship motivation intervention or no-
intervention condition. Respondents in the high prorelation-
ship motivation intervention condition were asked to read
the following paragraph before proceeding to the joint de-
cision:

Past research has shown that you perform significantly better
if you put more emphasis on maintaining harmony and keep-
ing things smooth between you and your partner rather than
coming to a joint decision that you would personally really
enjoy in the short run. It is better to avoid conflict and tension,
such that your partner is happy with your joint decision.
Getting along is more important than making a decision that
would be pleasant for you in the short run.

Note that the paragraph was created using the exact wording
of the items used to measure this construct in study 3. Re-
spondents in the no-intervention condition were not given
such instructions.

After that, all participants were told that one randomly
selected couple would receive a $50 gift card of their choice.
They were asked to imagine that they had to decide together
with their spouse which gift card to select (similar to Wilcox
et al. 2011) and that their spouse had given them one of
two recommendations (i.e., a recommendation to indulge or
a recommendation to restrain). We used the nonparticipant
spouses’ self-control ratings taken earlier in the session to
realistically represent their behavior in this situation. We
thus assigned participants a recommendation consistent with
their spouse’s self-control rating (i.e., a recommendation to
indulge if the participant’s spouse was a low self-control
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individual or a recommendation to restrain if the partici-
pant’s spouse was a high self-control individual).

For instance, first consider low self-control respondents
who rated their spouse as low in self-control. This would
be classified as a homogeneous low self-control dyad. In
the experimental scenario, the participants would be asked
to imagine that they are making the decisions together with
their spouse, and their spouse says: “I really want us to go
out for dinner. Let’s indulge ourselves and choose the res-
taurant gift certificate.” In other words, the low self-control
partner’s behavior in this situation would be exhibited in
his or her preference for indulgence. Similarly, consider a
homogeneous high self-control dyad consisting of a high
self-control participant and a high self-control spouse. Par-
ticipants in such dyads were asked to imagine that their
spouse made a recommendation to restrain, saying, “I really
think that we should use the money for groceries. Let’s be
prudent and choose the groceries gift certificate.” Finally, a
mixed dyad could be composed in one of two ways. Low
self-control participants could have rated their spouse as
high self-control. In this case, the spouse’s preference would
be virtually represented by a recommendation to restrain
and choose the grocery gift card. Alternately, high self-
control participants might have rated their spouse as low in
self-control. In this case, the nonparticipant spouse would
express a recommendation to choose the more indulgent
restaurant gift card. Thus, these recommendations allowed
us to model the virtual presence of the spouses in the de-
cision making using their trait self-control.

Participants then indicated the preference they had for the
two gift cards in the joint decision on a 7-point scale, an-
chored by 1 p “strongly prefer the $50 restaurant gift cer-
tificate” and 7 p “strongly prefer the $50 groceries gift
certificate,” and the likelihood of the pair selecting each gift
card on a 7-point scale, where 1 p “very unlikely” and 7
p “very likely.” Further, we asked participants to select
which certificate the couple would like to receive if they
were the winner of the lottery. Participants were also given
the option to allocate their shared $50 award between the
two gift certificates.

At the end of the study, participants rated both the res-
taurant and the groceries gift card on a 7-point scale, an-
chored by 1 p “complete necessity—we have to buy them”
and 7 p “complete luxury—nice to have but not necessary
at all” (used as manipulation checks). They also reported
how realistic the recommendation given by their spouse was
(“if you and your spouse were actually making the gift cards
decisions together, how likely is he/she to give the same
recommendation as in this study?” on a 7-point scale, where
1 p “very unlikely” and 7 p “very likely”) and provided
their demographic information.

Analysis and Results

Participants’ Accuracy and Manipulation Checks. Similar
to study 2A, in order to ensure that participants were indeed
accurate in their assessments of the trait self-control of their
spouses, we recontacted a subsample of our participants and

asked them to have their spouse fill out the Brief Self-
Control Scale (Tangney et al. 2004) in exchange for small
monetary payment (a total of 123 participants were con-
tacted, and 66 of them responded to our request, thus yield-
ing a 53.7% response rate). Correlational analysis revealed
that there was a high correlation between participants’ as-
sessments of their spouses’ self-control and their spouses’
actual self-control (r p .58, p ! .0001), thus confirming
that our participants were indeed accurate in their judgments
of their spouses’ self-control and that the use of their as-
sessments as proxies of their partners’ actual self-control
was warranted. We also examined participants’ ratings of
how realistic the recommendation they were assigned was.
Results reveal that the assigned recommendations given in
the experimental scenario were realistic (M p 5.40, SD p
1.92, vs. 4 [scale midpoint]; t(397) p 14.56, p ! .0001),
which suggests that using the spouses’ trait self-control to
model their virtual presence was also warranted.

In addition we checked whether our respondents per-
ceived the restaurant gift card as a luxury and the groceries
gift card as a necessity. Results revealed that the restaurant
gift card was considered by our participants to be a luxury
(M p 6.18, SD p .99, vs. 4 [scale midpoint]; t(397) p
43.94, p ! .0001); in contrast, the groceries gift card was
viewed as more of a necessity (M p 1.39, SD p .89, vs.
4 [scale midpoint]; t(397) p �58.24, p ! .0001).

Gift Certificates Preferences and Allocation Decisions. We
conducted a one-way MANOVA to account for the signif-
icant correlations among the five outcomes of interest (all
p ! .0001). We found that all results supported our predic-
tions (see table 4).

Replicating prior effects, planned contrasts revealed that
homogeneous high self-control dyads showed significantly
greater self-control than both homogeneous low self-control
and no-intervention mixed dyads on all outcome variables;
there was no significant difference between the latter two
dyad types. However, as predicted, the intervention mixed
dyads in which the low self-control partner received the high
prorelationship motivation intervention showed significantly
higher self-control than homogeneous low self-control and
no-intervention mixed dyads, intervention mixed dyads in
which the high self-control partner received the intervention,
and even in some cases the homogeneous high self-control
dyads. Conversely, the intervention mixed dyads in which
the high self-control partner was targeted with the high pro-
relationship motivation intervention exhibited self-control
similar to that of homogeneous low and mixed dyads and
significantly lower self-control than that of homogeneous
high self-control dyads. All means and standard deviations
are indicated in table 5.

Gift Certificate Choice. A logistic regression on partic-
ipants gift certificate choice (coded as 1 p groceries gift
card selected and 0 p restaurant gift card selected) also
revealed a significant main effect of the dyad type (Wald
x2(4) p 46.34, p ! .0001). The percentages of dyads choos-
ing the groceries gift card in each condition are displayed
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TABLE 4

STUDY 4A: MANOVA RESULTS

Gift card
preference

Likelihood of choosing Gift card amount

Overall effect Restaurant card Groceries card Restaurant Groceries

Wilks’s lambda F-value F-value F-value F-value F-value F-value

Main effect of dyad type .81 5.46*** 19.98*** 14.18*** 8.49*** 13.18*** 13.18***
Planned contrasts:

Homogeneous LSC versus no-intervention
mixed dyads 1.00 .34 .78 1.10 .21 .20 .20

Homogeneous LSC versus homogeneous
HSC .92 8.99*** 30.75*** 18.34*** 5.08* 16.67*** 16.67***

No-intervention mixed versus homogeneous
HSC dyads .94 6.62*** 22.17*** 10.67** 3.28 (p p .07) 13.46** 13.46**

Homogeneous LSC versus mixed dyads
(intervention to LSC) .89 11.47*** 42.54*** 33.52*** 23.03*** 28.48*** 28.48***

No-intervention mixed versus mixed dyads
(intervention to LSC) .91 9.07*** 33.84*** 24.39** 19.73*** 24.91*** 24.91***

Homogeneous HSC versus mixed dyads
(intervention to LSC) .98 2.36 3.42 4.79* 8.53** 3.62 3.62

Homogeneous LSC versus mixed dyads
(intervention to HSC) 1.00 .31 .79 .93 .81 1.00 1.00

No-intervention mixed versus mixed dyads
(prorelationship intervention to HSC) .99 .89 2.61 3.33 1.65 1.89 1.89

Homogeneous HSC versus mixed dyads
(intervention to HSC) .92 8.22*** 29.37*** 19.94*** 7.56** 18.83*** 18.83***

Mixed dyads (intervention to LSC) versus
mixed dyads (intervention to HSC) .90 11.34*** 40.84*** 33.99*** 24.26*** 29.96*** 29.96***

NOTE.—LSC p low self-control; HSC p high self-control; intervention p high prorelationship motivation intervention.
*p ! .05.
**p ! .01.
***p ! .0001.

in figure 3. Homogeneous high self-control dyads were more
likely to select the groceries gift card than were homoge-
neous low self-control dyads (b p 1.27, exp(b) p 3.56;
Wald x2(1) p 17.22, p ! .0001) and no-intervention mixed
dyads (b p 1.07, exp(b) p 2.93; Wald x2(1) p 12.72, p
! .001); no significant difference existed in the choices of
the latter two dyads (p p .50). Moreover, the intervention
mixed dyads in which the low self-control partner received
the high prorelationship motivation intervention were more
likely to choose the groceries gift card than were homo-
geneous low self-control dyads (b p 2.20, exp(b) p 9.03;
Wald x2(1) p 23.44, p ! .0001), no-intervention mixed
dyads (b p 2.01, exp(b) p 7.43; Wald x2(1) p 19.74, p
! .0001), intervention mixed dyads in which the high self-
control partner received the intervention (b p 2.62, exp(b)
p 13.71; Wald x2(1) p 26.63, p ! .0001), and even ho-
mogeneous high self-control dyads (b p .93, exp(b) p 2.54;
Wald x2(1) p 4.04, p p .04). Finally, in line with our
theory, there was not a significant difference in the self-
control of intervention mixed dyads in which the high self-
control person received the intervention and homogeneous
low self-control dyads (p p .26) and no-intervention mixed
dyads (p p .09).

Discussion
Study 4A replicated our previous findings using a con-

sequential decision as a measure of participants’ self-control

in a joint decision. Most importantly, study 4A provided
additional process evidence for our findings. In line with
our theory, results showed that increasing the motivation of
the low self-control partner in a mixed dyad to engage in
prorelationship behaviors led to significantly higher self-
control than both homogeneous low self-control and no-
intervention mixed pairs. In contrast, externally increasing
the higher self-control partner’s motivation to act in a pro-
relationship manner did not lead to a significant change in
the indulgence of the joint decision. This suggests that even
without intervention, higher self-control individuals already
possess a strong prorelationship motivation, consistent with
the results of study 3 and our theoretical account. However,
we do note a marginal increase in indulgence in such cases.
This implies that in situations in which prorelationship mo-
tivation is fostered, we may in fact see even more assent
given to lower self-control partners’ indulgent preferences.
Finally, in addition to providing support for the prorela-
tionship theoretical account, study 4A highlighted one pos-
sible intervention that could be implemented on the low
self-control partner in the mixed dyad to elevate joint self-
control.

One limitation of study 4A was that it was conducted
with dyads where the virtual presence of one of the partners
(i.e., his or her behavior in this situation) was modeled using
his or her trait self-control. While taking trait self-control
as a proxy for an individual decision tendency is supported
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TABLE 5

STUDY 4A: GIFT CARD PREFERENCES OF THE FIVE DYAD TYPES

Gift card
preference

Likelihood of choosing Gift card amount

Restaurant card Groceries card Restaurant Groceries

Homogeneous LSC dyad 3.66 (2.09) 5.24 (1.63) 4.88 (1.71) $26.26 (16.03) $23.74 (16.03)
No-intervention mixed dyad 3.93 (2.34) 4.96 (1.99) 5.00 (1.86) $25.21 (16.61) $24.79 (16.61)
Homogeneous HSC dyad 5.33 (1.99) 4.09 (1.99) 5.45 (1.83) $16.80 (17.15) $33.20 (17.15)
Mixed dyad (prorelationship

intervention to LSC) 5.98 (1.79) 3.40 (2.07) 6.31 (1.23) $11.64 (14.56) $38.36 (14.56)
Mixed dyad (prorelationship

intervention to HSC) 3.33 (2.15) 5.56 (1.61) 4.60 (1.93) $29.13 (15.15) $20.89 (15.15)

NOTE.—LSC p low self-control; HSC p high self-control. Standard deviations in parentheses.

by a large body of research, which demonstrates that low
self-control individuals tend to lean toward indulgent op-
tions in most cases and high self-control individuals tend to
exhibit better restraint in general (Baumeister et al. 1998;
de Ridder et al. 2012; Muraven and Baumeister 2000; Poy-
nor and Haws 2009; Tangney et al. 2004), it is important
to also provide process evidence using real, in-person dyads.

In study 4B we designed an intervention focused on de-
creasing one’s motivation to behave in a prorelationship
manner. We expect that decreasing the prorelationship mo-
tivation of the high self-control partners in a mixed dyad
should encourage them to reduce their tendency to assent
to the lower self-control partner’s preferences, thus im-
proving the joint self-control of mixed dyads. However, de-
creasing the prorelationship motivation of the low self-con-
trol partner should lead to self-control similar to that of
no-intervention mixed dyads.

STUDY 4B

Method

Design and Participants. Given that the pattern of results
observed in homogeneous dyads has been reliably seen
across all studies, study 4B focused only on changing the
joint decision behavior of mixed dyads. As such, we used
a 3 group design: (no-intervention mixed dyads, mixed dy-
ads with the high self-control partner receiving the low pro-
relationship motivation intervention, and mixed dyads with
the low self-control partner receiving the low prorelationship
intervention). We note that we did not give the low pro-
relationship motivation intervention to both partners in the
mixed dyad simultaneously because we did not expect that
this would lead to any different joint self-control than that
observed in no-intervention mixed dyads (i.e., externally
reducing the prorelationship motivation of both partners
would lead to the higher self-control partner still having
higher prorelationship motivation that the low self-control
partner) and as such would not have been useful in testing
the prorelationship account. Participants (n p 78, 44%
males, Mage p 20.7 years) were students at the University
of Pittsburgh recruited through a paid-subjects pool and paid
$5 for their participation in the study.

Procedure. All participants were contacted approxi-
mately 1 week before the study and asked to complete online
the Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney et al. 2004) and a set
of demographic questions. This allowed us to classify par-
ticipants as either low or high self-control as in the previous
studies before the study began. Thus, upon arrival in the
lab, participants could be assigned to a partner who had trait
self-control opposite to theirs to create mixed dyads. During
the first task all mixed dyads were randomly assigned to
one of three conditions: (1) dyads in which the high self-
control partner read a low prorelationship intervention ar-
ticle, while the low self-control partner read a neutral article
(n p 15); (2) dyads in which the low self-control partner
read the low prorelationship intervention article, while the
high self-control partner read a neutral article (n p 12); (3)
dyads in which both partners read the neutral article (n p
12).

The low prorelationship motivation article was patterned
after Gershoff and Johar (2006) and used excerpts from
several online articles. Here, prorelationship motivation was
lowered by stressing the importance of becoming an inde-
pendent person while in college and learning to stand one’s
ground. The article described how learning to say no is one
of the most useful and important skills students can develop
in college, especially when it comes to living a more pro-
ductive and healthy life. Furthermore, it emphasized that if
one wants to gain others’ respect, it is better to displease
them by always standing for and doing what one believes
is right than to please them by agreeing to do what is wrong.
By contrast, the neutral article talked about the importance
of exploring the city while in college (as in Gershoff and
Johar 2006). The article discussed the various places that
students can visit and the numerous activities that they can
do while being in college. The exact texts of the articles are
available from the authors on request.

Then, during the second task all dyads were asked to
make a joint self-control decision. Specifically, all dyads
were told that one randomly selected pair would receive a
$25 gift card to a restaurant in the area. Moreover, they were
told that gift cards were available for several different res-
taurants, some of which offer mainly healthy but not so tasty
food options, while the others offer primarily delicious but
more unhealthy options. The dyads were asked to indicate
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FIGURE 3

STUDY 4A: GIFT CARD CHOICE

NOTE.—LSC p low self-control; HSC p high self-control.

FIGURE 4

STUDY 4B: RESTAURANT PREFERENCE

NOTE.—LSC p low self-control; HSC p high self-control.

what type of a restaurant they would like to receive a gift
card for if they were the selected winner on a 7-point scale,
anchored by 1 p “very unhealthy but very tasty restaurant”
and 7 p “very healthy but not so tasty restaurant.” The
dyads’ restaurant selection was used as a measure of their
joint self-control. Finally, all dyads were paid for their par-
ticipation and dismissed.

Analysis and Results

Articles Pretest. To ensure that the low prorelationship
motivation article did, in fact, lower prorelationship moti-
vations, we conducted a pretest with a separate group of
participants (n p 64, 63% males, Mage p 20.3 years), who
were randomly assigned to read one of the two articles used
in study 4B and rate it on several dimensions (e.g., interesting,
convincing, informative). Then as a separate task, participants
were asked to imagine that they were making a joint decision
and respond to a set of items designed to measure their mo-
tivation to engage in prorelationship behaviors (the same
items as in study 3; a p .89). As anticipated, individuals
who read the low prorelationship motivation article had lower
motivation to engage in prorelationship behaviors (M p
5.41, SD p .81) than those who read the neutral article (M
p 5.85, SD p .59; F(1, 62) p 6.40, p p .01).

Restaurant Preference. A one-way ANOVA predicting
dyads’ restaurant preferences revealed a significant main
effect of the dyad type (F(2, 36) p 3.51, p p .04), as
shown in figure 4. Importantly, mixed dyads in which the
high self-control partner received the low prorelationship
motivation intervention selected a healthier restaurant (M p
4.07, SD p 1.22) than both the no-intervention mixed dyads
(M p 3.17, SD p 1.03; F(1, 36) p 4.17, p p .05) and
mixed dyads in which the low self-control partner received

the low prorelationship motivation intervention (M p 3.00,
SD p 1.13; F(1, 36) p 5.86, p p .02). There was no
difference in the self-control of the latter two dyad types (p
p .72).

Discussion

Study 4B provided further evidence of the mechanism
driving the indulgent choices of mixed pairs. Specifically,
the findings showed that decreasing the motivation of the
high self-control partners to act in a prorelationship manner
led to more restraint in the dyad than in the no-intervention
mixed dyads. However, decreasing the prorelationship mo-
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tivation of the low self-control partners in mixed dyads did
not make a difference, such that those dyads made as in-
dulgent choices as the no-intervention mixed dyads. While
the small sample size in this study is a concern, taken to-
gether studies 4A and 4B provide process evidence in sup-
port of the prorelationship account. Finally, we note that in
the last two studies we used relatively strong interventions
to change individuals’ prorelationship motivation and to es-
tablish the prorelationship account. Future research could
examine whether the mixed dyads’ joint self-control could
be improved through more subtle interventions, that is,
“nudges,” such as graphic communications or social norm
cues. Identifying such interventions may be very useful for
marketers (e.g., in marketing materials such as financial
planning brochures or advertisements).

GENERAL DISCUSSION
Seven studies using real and hypothetical self-regulation

behaviors, lab-created and virtual dyads, as well as actual
married couples, all provided convergent patterns of results
related to dyads’ joint self-control decisions. Homogeneous
high self-control dyads exhibited better self-control than
both homogeneous low self-control and mixed self-control
dyads. However, in all studies mixed dyads made choices
consistent with poorer self-regulation than observed in ho-
mogeneous high self-control pairs and no better than that
seen in homogeneous low self-control pairs. Furthermore,
moderation study results suggest that when in a mixed dyad,
the higher self-control individuals’ motivation to act in a
prorelationship manner leads them to assent to their lower
self-control partner’s indulgent preferences. Consistent with
this mechanism, we demonstrate that increasing (decreasing)
the prorelationship motivation of the lower (higher) self-
control partner in a mixed dyad leads the mixed dyad to
make less indulgent choices.

Thus, we can answer the question in our title: the safest
route to success for higher self-control individuals is to part-
ner with others of the same capacity, whether on short-term
tasks or long-term life projects. However, higher self-control
individuals should be wary of partnering with low self-
control individuals. The likelihood is that their tendency to
engage in prorelationship behaviors may negate their innate
advantages in pursuing long-term goals. However, if lower
self-control partners in such mixed pairs are externally mo-
tivated to act in prorelationship manners and compromise
with their more assiduous partners, they can gain the ad-
vantages of being paired with someone who possesses a
high degree of self-regulatory ability. Similarly, external
interventions that decrease the higher self-control partners’
prorelationship motivation by stressing the importance of
standing one’s ground can also be successfully applied to
improve the joint self-control of mixed pairs.

This may come as a surprise to many consumers. A sep-
arate study (data available from the authors on request) re-
vealed that consumers have inaccurate intuitions about the
self-control performance of the three different dyads. Spe-
cifically, the majority of participants in this study (80%)

incorrectly believed that the self-regulation of mixed pairs
will be better than that of homogeneous low self-control
pairs. Furthermore, when asked about the types of behaviors
that would occur in the interactions of mixed dyads, par-
ticipants inaccurately predicted that the high self-control
partner will persuade the low self-control partner to avoid
short-term temptations and tenaciously pursue long-term
goals, while the low self-control persons will in turn give
in to the beneficial influence of their high self-control part-
ner. Such inaccurate intuitions might lead consumers to form
suboptimal dyadic arrangements, which could be detrimental
rather than beneficial (as consumers expect) to the well-
being of both partners.

Theoretical Contributions and Practical
Implications

The current research makes a number of theoretical con-
tributions. First, our work contributes to the self-control
literature by examining the self-regulation patterns of dyads
rather than individuals in isolation. To the best of our knowl-
edge, this is the first work that studies the joint self-control
of pairs. Furthermore, our findings suggest that the tendency
for high self-control individuals to have better, more har-
monious, more empathetic, and more cohesive interpersonal
relationships (Tangney et al. 2004), as well as their higher
likelihood to engage in prorelationship behaviors (Finkel
and Campbell 2001; Pronk et al. 2010), may be a double-
edged sword. Specifically, the tendency of higher self-con-
trol individuals in mixed dyads to assent rather than exert
more persuasion or model good behavior could ultimately
impair the dyad’s joint self-regulation performance.

Our research also builds directly on recent papers focusing
on relationship quality and marital well-being (Rick et al.
2011; Vohs et al. 2011). Vohs et al. (2011) suggested that
relationship quality was better when partners’ self-control
sums were highest. Our work takes a slightly different ap-
proach and focuses on different outcomes, parsing this
“sum” into individuals’ distinct contribution to the dyad’s
self-regulation decisions. Perhaps because our focal out-
comes are different, the sum model does not consistently
predict our results. However, it is reasonable that relationship
quality might be related to joint regulatory decisions. Thus,
future research may explore the components that make the
determinants of marital happiness differ from those directly
related to self-regulatory decisions. In a related vein, Rick
et al. (2011) demonstrate that a tendency toward mixed tight-
wad/spendthrift (i.e., chronic over- or underspending) com-
binations in marriage leads to conflict and marital unhap-
piness. The current research differs from and at the same
time builds on the findings of Rick et al. (2011) in two
important ways. First, we use trait self-control, which is a
distinct individual difference variable from the tightwad/
spendthrift tendency (Rick, Cryder, and Loewenstein 2008),
to classify the dyads. Second, we generalize their investi-
gation beyond marriage-related outcomes and demonstrate
that such mixed pairs are also suboptimal for the joint self-
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control of dyads and their pursuit of long-term goals. More-
over, unlike both Rick et al. (2011) and Vohs et al. (2011),
we demonstrate our outcomes with even arbitrary pairings,
which increases the practical relevance of our theoretical
insights.

Our research also offers a variety of promising practical
implications, which could improve consumers’ well-being
in different aspects of their lives. For instance, many indi-
viduals who struggle with self-control place themselves in
groups or “accountability pairs” in an effort to improve their
behaviors. Similarly, commercial programs designed to help
consumers overcome various self-control problems also of-
ten rely on accountability pairs: Weight Watchers encourages
individuals to sign up in a “buddy system,” and Alcoholics
Anonymous pairs recovering individuals with those who
have already completed treatment. However, our work sug-
gests that such “social solutions” for self-control problems
might in some cases lead to suboptimal results unless they
include external interventions for the suboptimally con-
structed mixed dyads, such as reminders to the low self-
control partners in these pairs to focus on harmony and the
success of the relationship or the high self-control partners
to stand their ground.

Furthermore, in a variety of occupations, people are en-
couraged to work in pairs to maximize their performance
outcomes. For example, a popular software development
practice called “pair programming” requires two programmers
to work together with the intention to produce better pro-
grams with fewer bugs. Our findings suggest that such ar-
rangements might not be effective in cases in which the
partners’ self-control levels are combined in a suboptimal
fashion (i.e., could lead to more procrastination in the case
of programming pairs of mixed self-control levels) and high-
light external interventions that could be used to improve
performance.

In addition, our findings have implications for the well-
being and joint self-control of married couples who often
make joint decisions regarding the family spending, savings,
and food choices. Understanding how the combination of
two spouses’ self-control levels affects joint decision making
should help couples make better decisions with regard to
their spending, saving, and eating and thus improve their
overall well-being and marriage quality. For instance, about
80% of divorced couples point to financial problems as the
primary cause for their divorces (Carr 2003). Common wis-
dom also suggests the financial struggles that couples en-
counter are often the acid test for the stability and quality
of their relationships. Given that such financial issues often
occur because of the couples’ inability to exercise self-con-
trol, overcoming joint financial self-control challenges suc-
cessfully could reduce the financial problems that couples
encounter, helping improve marriage longevity and well-
being.

Our work also offers interesting practical implications for
marketers. For example, financial planners who assist mar-
ried couples with their retirement decisions should also be
aware of our findings. Taking into consideration the spouse’s

trait self-control levels should be helpful to financial plan-
ners as they decide how to best help couples make wise
retirement decisions. For example, in the case of a mixed
couple, it might be better to cede control over the retirement
decisions to the higher self-control partner instead of en-
couraging joint decision making. Furthermore, our findings
highlight that marketers should be careful with using “bring-
a-friend” marketing campaigns especially for products tar-
geting consumers’ self-control problems, such as gym sub-
scriptions. For instance, if a high self-control individual
decides to bring a low self-control friend and starts working
jointly with him/her, this might ultimately lead to failure to
achieve the desired fitness goals and cancellation of the
subscription.

Limitations and Future Research

Finally, we note that our research is not without limita-
tions. First, although we obtain results consistent with our
predicted pattern in all studies, the small cell sizes in studies
1A and 4A are a concern. As the smallest cell in study 1A
was the homogeneous high self-control cell, in which re-
sponses offer perhaps the least novel finding, and as the
results replicate across contexts and decision types, we hope
that these results converge to form a convincing picture.
However, with access to a greater number of dyads, a larger-
scale replication would be valuable and might allow explo-
ration of additional moderators that our analysis lacks the
power to identify.

Further, we note that in all of our studies we classified
participants as low or high self-control depending on whether
their trait self-control was below or above the mean to iden-
tify the dyads/couples as one of the three types. This was
necessary to create the independent variable—dyad type
(homogeneous low, mixed, or high self-control), which was
the focus of our research. It might be argued that a different
handling of data would have been more appropriate, such
as summing partner’s self-control scores and using this var-
iable to predict the dyad’s joint self-control. However, this
would have imposed an additive relationship between the
trait self-control of the two partners, and we did not feel
that we can confidently make this assumption. In addition,
it might be proposed that we treat the partners’ trait self-
control levels as continuous variables, using these two mea-
sures to conduct a regression model in which the dyad’s
self-control is predicted by both partners’ self-control and
their interaction. The interaction term in the above-described
analysis would tell us whether the effect of one partner’s
self-control on the dyad’s joint self-control is dependent on
the other partner’s self-control. While interesting, this is a
different question than the one explored in the current work,
where we take the dyad as the unit of analysis. Future work
may adopt such an interactive approach and may shed ad-
ditional light on social influence effects in self-control.

Another option would be to consider classifying individ-
uals in a dyad on the basis of their relative self-control within
the dyad—the higher partner would be partner 1 and the
lower, partner 2. This would take us away from our research
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question, as it would lead to a design only composed of
mixed dyads (it is highly unlikely that two partners would
have exactly equal self-control). Further, a partner that might
be “lower” in one dyad (e.g., if two people had self-control
scores of 7 and 6.5) might actually be “high” in the data as
a whole, where the mean might be 4.

A fourth option would be to use the Actor-Partner Inter-
dependence Model (APIM), which has been increasingly
used in the social sciences (e.g., Simpson, Griskevicius, and
Rothman 2012). While this might have appeal, we note that
it is not appropriate for our case. In the APIM, the dyad is
the highest unit of analysis, and the individual members are
nested within the dyad. Using the APIM, one could estimate
the effect of a dyad member’s independent variable on his
own outcome variable (known as an actor effect), as well
as on his partner’s outcome variable (known as a partner
effect; Kenny and Cook 1999). Thus, the APIM is only
appropriate for analyzing dyadic data in situations when both
dyad members respond to the dependent variable individ-
ually, with the model accounting for the nonindependence
between the two observations due to the dyadic relationship.
However, Kenny and Cook (1999) note that the APIM can-
not be estimated for outcome variables that are measured at
the couple level, as is the case with couple’s joint self-control
in our work. That is, the APIM is the appropriate analytical
tool for the so-called “single decisions, joint consumption”
situations in Gorlin and Dhar’s joint decisions typology
(2012), as opposed to our “joint decisions, joint consump-
tion” context. Thus, using the mean trait self-control scores
for the sake of classification was both methodologically and
conceptually our most appropriate option. Future work may
explore means of combining dyadic, or even group, self-
control levels, in ways that preserve the theoretical mean-
ingfulness of each individual’s contribution while also being
statistically appropriate for joint decisions.

We also focused only on comparing the self-control of
dyads to other dyads. It would be interesting to examine the
self-control of the three different dyad types to that of in-
dividual decision makers. For instance, it could be argued
that the homogeneous low self-control pairs will exhibit
better (worse) self-control than one low self-control indi-
vidual due to accountability (social contagion). Moreover,
although in this research we focused only on conjunctive
joint tasks and decisions, future research could also explore
how different combinations of partners’ trait self-control
affect performance on other dyadic tasks, such as additive,
compensatory, disjunctive, and complementary tasks (Steiner
1966).

Furthermore, married couples often differ in the extent
to which they make mutual decisions. Some couples discuss
and make all decisions together as a team, while others prefer
to separate their responsibilities with each spouse taking
individual decisions in their areas of expertise (e.g., the wife
manages the household eating decisions, while the husbands
takes care of the finances). Understanding why some couples
engage in more collaborative decision making than others,
as well as under what circumstances each relationship model

(joint decision making or ceding control of certain decisions
to one of the spouses) will be more effective for the couple’s
long-term well-being, could yield important insights.

Finally, studying the dynamics of self-control in larger
groups than dyads is also a promising future research di-
rection. Given the prevalence and importance of support
groups for helping consumers overcome many self-control
related problems (e.g., smoking cessation support groups,
weight loss and dieting groups), it would be interesting to
study the processes through which such groups are suc-
cessful in facilitating consumers’ self-control.

DATA COLLECTION INFORMATION

The data for studies 1A and 1B were collected by the
first author at the Behavioral Lab in the University of Pitts-
burgh in fall 2011 and spring 2012, respectively. The data
for studies 2A, 3, and 4A were collected on Amazon’s Me-
chanical Turk in spring and summer 2013. The data for study
2B were collected by both authors at a church in Mt. Leb-
anon, PA, in December 2011. The data for study 4B were
collected by the first author in the Pittsburgh Experimental
Economics Lab in fall 2013. All data were analyzed by the
first author under the supervision of the second author.
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Fitzsimons, Gráinne M., and Eli J. Finkel (2010), “Interpersonal
Influences on Self-Regulation,” Current Directions in Psy-
chological Science, 19 (2), 101–5.
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