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Abstract

Building on theories of motivated reasoning andogabased choice, we propose that people
interpret reasons for indulgence in a differenttigepending on how tempting behavior is.
Experiment 1a and 1b find that the more temptirfip®r is, the more people think a given
reason (“it is a Tuesday”) is an acceptable reatmirgdulge. Furthermore, we find that both
recalled prior good behavior (Experiment 2a) arwdited prior frustrations (Experiment 2b) are
interpreted as good reasons to indulge when cotddonith tempting behavior. Finally,
Experiment 3 replicates that people see a priodglm®d (taking part in the studies) as a better
reason for indulgence when the indulgence is margting, which makes them more likely to
actually choose an unhealthy food option. This essmf temptation-based reasoning sheds new
light on existing theories on how people deal wgimptations, notably those on self-licensing,

comfort buying, and comfort eating.

Keywords: motivated reasoning, reason-based choice, tempjatidulgence, self-licensing
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Temptation-Based Reasoning:
When Tempted, Everything Becomes a (Better) Reasdo Indulge

A temptation is the strong urge to do or have samgtthat also has negative
consequences. Examples of temptations are unhdattdywhen one is dieting, being flirted
with when one is in a committed monogamous relatign checking social media during
working hours, and spending money on luxurious gtevhile trying to save money for
retirement. Temptations represent a self-controbl@m, a conflict between wanting something
while preferring to resist it at the same time (RécLoewenstein, 1991). Much is learned over
the last decades about how self-control may op¢Bstemeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1994,
Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 2007; Fishbach, 2009; &en & Baumeister, 2000), and how
people construct reasons to justify their choicer({@a, 1990; Shafir, Simonson, & Tversky,
1993). We add to the literature by proposing thetgbe will find thesame reasoa better reason
when they are tempted to indulge.

This reasoning builds on two main lines of reseakatst, people need reasons to justify
their choices, both to themselves and to otherstéBai & Shafir, 2000; Shafir et al., 1993).
According to thigeason-based choigeerspective on decision making, people are moedito
choose options that are easier to justify and eéxpéathemselves and to others. Second, Kunda’s
(1990) theory on motivated reasoning posits thapfeeconstruct justifications so they can
arrive at desirable conclusions. We’'ll go deepé&s the theory behind this in the next section,
but for now wish to point out that this prior wagkmainly focused on how people construct
arguments in favor of one of the options (in realsased choice) or the preferred option (in

motivated reasoning).We predict that people will maly construct reasons differently, but also
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that the exact same reason for indulgence is irdexg in a different light, depending on how
tempting the indulgence is.

Reason-based choicd&reason-based choice theory (Bastardi & Shafir, 280@fir et
al., 1993) indicates that many real life decisiarsnot necessarily based on a rational
calculation of costs and benefits of taking anaagtbut on finding reasons or justifications for
one of the options. When one has sufficient reasmehoose one option over the other, a choice
is made. The importance of seeing choice as a psaesulting from a search for reasons, is that
it can accommodate many effects that strict ratidreory cannot explain. For example, options
that are presented first tend to be preferred aplpestart searching for reasons to favor that
option (Kardes & Kalyanaram, 1992), or when somezdraoses to delay a choice this delay is
later interpreted as a sign that one did not rdédé/the option, which becomes a reason against
choosing it (Van de Ven, Zeelenberg, & Gilovich1@D The basic premise in Shafir et al.’s
reason-based choice framework is thus that wheplp@hoose between two options, they look
for reasons to justify choosing one of the optidigt, what if people already have an initial
preference for one of the options? What would leerthe of reasons?

Motivated Reasoning.What if people already have a preference for onta@bptions?
Kunda (1990) argues that people then still lookréasons to justify that choice, but in a rather
biased way. People engage in motivated reasonisgl¢atively recall reasons in favor of the
desired conclusion. Following up on this, reseaisb finds that evidence presented in favor or
against one’s preferred option is evaluated irfferdint light: when information is consistent
with one’s ideas it is only processed superficiédligd accepted), when it is inconsistent people

engage in more thorough processing to check itditsa{Jain & Maheswaran, 2000).
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Motivated reasoning occurs when people preferdctre certain conclusion. One
domain in which this happens is that of temptati@f$en, tempting indulgences have short-
term benefits (eating the burger for lunch, chegldgacial media during work), and long-term
disadvantages (weight gain, having to work longeget the job finished). Stronger temptations
reflect a stronger preference for the short-tertmoop and motivated reasoning to find reasons
that allow indulgence become more likely. An exaeng this is that when consumers spend
more effort in a loyalty campaign, they more eashipose (a tempting) hedonic luxury reward
over a utilitarian one (Kivetz & Simonson, 2002heTreason is that people feel they need to
earn a luxury, and that when more effort is pub tfiee loyalty program this justification is easier
to make. This confirms that people feel they negdtfication to give in to a tempting option.

Research by Cheema and Soman (2006) also inditattespending on hedonic,
tempting experiences is easier when the spendm@lsa be classified as a utilitarian one
because that provides a justification for the igeakce. For example, a dinner at a restaurant is a
hedonic experience, but it could also be framegtiditarian (one needs to eat after all). For
expenses that can be fitted into multiple diffemaeintal accounts (e.g., food, pleasure, social
event), it is easier to find a reason why spendimgf is acceptable, and indulgence becomes
more likely. Again this shows when the situatioloab ambiguous interpretation, it becomes
easier to find a justification via motivated reasgp which in turn makes people more likely to
indulge. Following up on this, Poynor and Haws @08&Iso find that people categorize items as
a luxury or a necessity, depending on their consiomgoal and dispositional tendency; if their
goals are consistent they place more productssicdkegory to more easily fulfill their goal.

This again shows the effects of motivated reasoagigeople categorize items in a way that
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makes it easiest for them to reach their desiredisgtn other words, when people are tempted,
they will look for ways to justify giving in to theemptation.

The idea that the ‘temptingness’ of an option diyeaffects motivated reasoning finds
some support in recent research by De Witt HubEstsrs, and De Ridder (2014). In their
research, female students rated the temptingnessludcolate bar and indicated which of 30
reasons from a list they would find a good reasoeat the chocolate bar (Study 1) or wrote
down the reasons they could think of to eat it @t®). The more tempting the chocolate bar
was to a participant, the more justifications thalents picked from a given list or wrote down
themselves. These results show a correlation bettheeself-rated temptingness of behavior and
the number of justifications people thought wergsmnable reasons for indulgence. However,
because there is no manipulation, self-selectiaghtrplay a role and therefore the direction of
the effect is not fully clear. To test our ideatthaople interpret reasons for indulgence in a
different light when confronted with a temptatidns therefore crucial to experimentally
manipulate the temptingness of the temptation abdexjuently measure how this influences
participants’ reasoning processes. Furthermorenawst importantly, their research could also
not answer the question whether people will fingl éxact same reason a better reason to
indulge, when they are tempted.

Temptation-based reasoning

The work discussed so far show that people arethitsfind reasons for what they want
to do. We extend these different lines of resetwahe field of temptations, and think that
stronger temptations will lead to a stronger mdagdareasoning. We believe that when people
are tempted to display certain behaviors, theycbefar justifications and any reason may serve

as one. Importantly, we do not only believe thaigte who want to give in to temptation are
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more likely tofind reasons (as theories on motivated reasoning asdmebased choice would
predict), but, and this is where our contributims) we also expect that people regasihalar
reason as more compelling when the temptatiomosigér. Thus, we hypothesize that people
would find a certain reason for giving in to tentpia to be more acceptable when the
temptation is stronger than when it is less strong.

The present research aims to shed light on whepl@@ermit themselves to give in to
temptations. We believe that the presence of ataiop can initiate a motivated reasoning
process, where reasons become “better” when thegtédion is stronger. This adds to existing
work because, 1) it shows that people do not oedyah for reasons to reach a desired
conclusion, but also think the same reason is rmcceptable if that allows them to reach a
desired conclusion, and because 2) we manipulateethptingness of possible indulgences,
which allows us to establish the causal link agovapose it here.

We first test in two experiments (1a and 1b) whethgiven reason is interpreted as a
better reason to indulge when one is more tempt@atiulge. In two follow-up experiments we
test whether in a more tempting situation peopid the same self-generated reason (a prior
good deed in Experiment 2a, a prior frustratioExperiment 2b) a better reason to indulge
when the option is more tempting. Finally, in Expent 3 we replicate the earlier findings, but
now with a real choice between an apple and a tegndbnut as the dependent variable.
Experiment la. Interpreting provided reasons to chek social media during working hours

In Experiment la, we investigated whether peaple different reasons for checking
social media on their personal smartphones durimidcywore acceptable when there is a high
temptation to check their smartphones. We manipdlsgmptation by showing pictures of a

tempting smartphone screen with alerts and messagess a less tempting smartphone screen
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without any alerts. A screen that displays thateltsge multiple messages waiting for you is
more tempting, because it is a signal that thenevg and unknown information close by, which
triggers curiosity (Loewenstein, 1994). As Loeweirstirgues, curiosity leads to a strong urge to
satisfy it, and the closer information is, the sger the curiosity and the temptation to look for i
will be. We expected that participants who sawgitéure of a tempting smartphone screen
would find various reasons to check their persphanes during work more acceptable than
participants who saw the picture of a less tempgim@rtphone screen.
Method

We first conducted a pretest including 109 pgvtats (65 males and 44 femal®kge=
32.11,SD= 10.54) to examine whether checking both phonemd work time was regarded as
equally undesirable In this pretest, participants imagined workingdacompany that restricts
the use of personal phones and saw the pictuteedempting smartphona € 54) versus the
less tempting smartphone € 55). Subsequently, they were asked whetherttimyght that
checking the phone during working hours would bribehr company policy (1 not at all 7 =
very much. The results showed that checking the non-terg@martphone was regarded as
equally undesirable behavidvi(= 6.25,SD = 1.27) as checking the more tempting smartphone
was M =6.22,SD=1.61,t(107) = 0.12p = .907). This indicates that for both phones peopl
realize that checking it during work hours is aateg action.

Four hundred and ninety-two U.S. based parti¢gpaompleted our experiment on
MTurk. We excluded participants who indicated ity did not own a smartphone< 34Y,
leaving 458 participants (272 males and 186 femMes = 31.05,SD= 9.14) in our sample.

Participants were randomly assigned to the TemgRimgne conditionn(= 221) or to the Less

! Data files of our studies can be founastio/894n7
2When we included participants who did not own aphone in the analyses, we found similar results.
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Tempting Phone conditiom & 237). Participants were exposed to one of tlenelscreen
images (Figure 1) and read the following instrutsio

Your work company has a policy that restricts tee af personal phones; in principle

you are not allowed to check or use your persohahp during working hours. This is a

screenshot of your personal smartphone that yodiougeivate purposes only. You do

not receive any work-related messages on this phone
Next, participants were asked to indicate how temhphey would be to check their personal
phone if their screen looked like the presentedgen@ =not at all 7 =very much
Subsequently, participants were asked to readdotential reasons for checking this personal
phone during work, and they indicated for each Wwaethey found this reason an “acceptable”
reason (1 =ot at all 7 =very much. The four reasons were: “You feel very frustrasdadut
something that happened today”, “The past few dgys have worked very hard; you are ahead
of your working schedule”, “You performed a gooagddoday, such as helping someone in
need”, and “It is a Tuesday afternoon”.

- INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE -

Results

Participants in the Tempting Phone condition rakedphone screenshot as more
tempting M = 5.35,SD =1.79) than participants in the Less Tempting Phaomsition (M =
4.08,SD =2.05),1(456) = 7.03p < .001,d = 0.66. Means, standard deviations, and the statlis
comparisons of the acceptability of reasons depmgnain the temptingness of the situation are
displayed in Table 1. A MANOVA including all reasodemonstrated that participants in the
Tempting Phone condition regarded the reasons egimadly more acceptable than participants
in the Less Tempting Phone condition, Wilk&, 453) = 0.918p = .0731°=.019. When

analyzing the univariate results for each reas@found that participants in the Tempting
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Phone condition regarded the frustration reasortfaduesday afternoon reason as more
acceptable reasons for checking their personalggdaring work compared to participants in
the Less Tempting Phone condition. There were fierdnces between conditions for the other
two reasons. If we aggregate the acceptabilityldbar reasons into a general “reason
acceptability”-scoreo( = .85), we see a significant effect of conditieveell. For each reason
separately (as well as when we combine the acaéptal the four reasons in one measure), the
rated temptingness of the checking the phone diyqurgdicted reason acceptability (Bl >
.27,t's (456)> 6.03,p’s < .001), suggesting that the more tempted peplethe more they
think a given reason is a better one to give ithéotemptation.

- INSERT TABLE 1 HERE -

Discussion

The findings of Experiment 1a show that the monegied people are to check their
personal phone during work time, the more acceettidy find different reasons to check their
phone. These findings are supportive of our hyposhimat people regard similar reasons as
more compelling when the temptation is strongepoasible reason why we did not find that all
reasons were seen as more acceptable when thigositwas more tempting, was that the
temptingness manipulation only had a moderate ie$iee on how tempting it was to check the
phone ¢ = 0.66). If we expect that the difference in pered temptingness created by our
manipulation would predict how acceptable reasoesthe effect size of the temptingness
manipulation on acceptability of reasons would,rewth a perfect correlation of perceived
temptingness with the acceptability of reasong;dyestrained to that maximum effect sizedef

0.66. Given that the pattern of results we founBxperiment la is as we predicted, but the
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effect not is that strong (nor strongly significante wanted to replicate the initial findings. In
Experiment 1b we attempted to create a strongerpuktion of perceived temptingness.

Experiment 1b. Interpreting provided reasons to cosume a tasty hamburger

This experiment had two objectives. First, weedno investigate whether the findings
from Experiment 1a applied more broadly and repticawithin another domain of temptations
(unhealthy snacking instead of questionable wotakm®r). The second objective was to try to
use a stronger manipulation of temptingness sooutddetter investigate the effects of
perceived temptingness. We investigated whethecdh&ontation with a hedonic food
temptation leads people to find various reasongfitulgence more acceptable. We manipulated
temptation through showing pictures of a temptinggler versus a less tempting burger (see
Figure 2). We expected that participants who saapibture of the tempting burger found
various reasons to consume this burger more addegtsn participants who saw the picture of
the less tempting burger. In addition, we expetheatlthe more tempted participants were by the

pictures of the burger, the more acceptable thegdalifferent reasons to consume the burger.

- INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE-

Method

We first conducted a pretest including 95 partais (56 males and 38 females (1
unknown),Mage = 32.06,SD = 10.50) to examine whether eating both burgersnegarded
equally undesirable. In this pretest, participaate the picture of the tempting burger=49)
versus the less tempting burger<46). Subsequently, they were asked how unhetitny
thought this hamburger was compared to other f¢bdsnot unhealthy at all7 =very
unhealthy. The results showed that eating the temptingdrufg = 5.33,SD= 1.16) and the

less tempting burgeM = 5.70,SD= 1.19) was regarded equally unhealti(®3) = 1.53p =
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.130, indicating that in both conditions, peoplalize that eating the burger is a negative action.
Five hundred and oné.S. based participants completed our experimemfdark. We
excluded participants who indicated that they wegetariansr(= 19), leaving 482
participants (310 males and 172 femalMage = 31.70SD= 10.91) in our sample. Participants
were randomly assigned to the Tempting Burger d¢anrd{n = 243) or to the Less Tempting
Burger conditiontf = 239) and were exposed to one of the differengdns presented in Figure
2. Participants were asked to take a close lotfkeaburger and to indicate how tempting they
this burger was to them (1ot at all 7 =very much Participants then read that this burger was
intended as an indulgence and that the producerediurger wanted to know for what reasons
individuals would allow themselves this particubarrger (adopted from De Witt-Huberts et al.,
2014). Next, participants were asked to read fatemial reasons for eating the burger, and they
indicated for each reason whether they thoughtig  good reason for them to eat it (iot at
all, 7 =very much The four reasons were: “Imagine that you hathtense workout at the gym
today”, “Imagine that it is a Friday afternoon”ntagine that you have worked two hours on top
of your normal working hours”, and “Imagine thatuyf@el very frustrated about a conflict with
your coworker that happened earlier today”.
Results
Participants in the Tempting Burger condition datiee burger as more temptirlg €
5.34,SD =1.61) than participants in the Less Tempting Buagerdition M = 3.14,SD =1.84),
t(480) = 13.98p < .001,d = 1.27. The manipulation was intended to be s&otigan the one in
Experiment 1a, which was successful (the manipadatii Experiment 1a had an effect sizelof

= 0.66 on the temptingness measure).

3 When we included participants who indicated thaiytivere vegetarians, we found similar results.
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Means, standard deviations, and statistical coraparof the acceptability of reasons per
condition are displayed in Table 2. A MANOVA inciad all reasons demonstrated that
participants in the Tempting Burger condition thibuthe reasons were more acceptable reasons
than participants in the Less Tempting Burger comalidid, Wilks) (4, 477) = 0.89p < .001’
=.110. When analyzing the univariate results fmtereason, we found that participants in the
Tempting Burger condition regarded each reasonbettar reason for consuming the burger
compared to participants in the Less Tempting Bucgedition. If we aggregate the
acceptability of all four reasons into a generab$on acceptability”-score € .84), we see a
significant effect of condition as well. For eagason (and also if we combine them into one
measure), the rated temptingness of the burgensgdyr predicted reason acceptability (@8 >
42,t's (480)>10.41,p’s <.001).

- INSERT TABLE 2 HERE -
Discussion

Experiment 1b replicated the findings of Experimeatin the domain of unhealthy
snacking. Participants in the Tempting Burger cbodithought each of four reasons a better
reason to indulge, compared to participants in_Les Tempting Burger condition. In addition,
the results reveal that the more tempting peopi@ & burger, the more acceptable they find
different reasons to eat this burger.

Together, Experiment 1a and 1b show a cleanoel®etween how tempting something
is and whether a diverse set of reasons to engate ibehavior are seen as good reasons to do
so: When an indulgence is more tempting, peopkktfiie same reason to give in to that
temptation more acceptable than when the indulgenless tempting. Note that in both cases

participants would realize that their behaviormslesirable: the pretest shows that people think
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both burgers are equally unhealthy. Interestingdyticipants judged ostensibly unrelated
reasons as better reasons for a tempting choicexample, ‘it is a Friday afternoon’ was
regarded as a more acceptable reason to consuanrgex lvhen this burger looked very
attractive. This illustrates that even reasonsdbatey no relevant information are more
acceptable in front of a temptation. In other woats/thing that feels like a justification is used
to infer that indulgence is acceptable.

Experiment 2a. Interpreting one’s own prior good ded as a reason to indulge

So far, we only investigated the acceptabilityeEsons we provided to participants. In
addition, participants read about the differensoee directly after being exposed to the
temptation. In Experiment 2a and 2b, we investigdtether self-generated reasons prior to
exposure to a temptation are interpreted diffeyesitppending on the temptingness of the
temptation. Specifically, in Experiment 2a we expdahat a recalled prior good deed would be
seen as a better and more acceptable reason tgendien the temptation is stronger. Note
again that this should not matter: although ormaagbe more inclined to eat a more tempting
burger than a non-tempting burger, this does ndtenagprior good deed (such as donating to
charity) a better reason to eat the burger.
Method

Five hundred and oné.S. based participants completed our experimemfdark. We
excluded participants who indicated that they wegetarianr = 25Y, leaving 476 participants
(311 males and 165 femald8age= 30.96,SD = 10.29) in our sample. Participants were
randomly assigned to the Tempting Burger condiffon 234) or to the Less Tempting Burger

condition @ = 242). Participants read the following instrungo

*When we included participants who indicated that/tivere vegetarian, we found similar results.



Temptation-Based Reasoning 15

Think about a recent situation in which you perfeda good deed. By a good deed, we

mean a situation where you displayed good, moraljrtuous behavior. Please describe

this good deed.
Next, participants saw a picture of either the tengpor the less tempting burger from
Experiment 1b. Participants were asked to tak@sedbok at the burger and to indicate how
tempting they thought this burger was (het at all 7 =very much. Participants then read that
this burger was intended as an indulgence andhkairoducers of the burger wanted to know
for what reasons individuals would allow themseligesat this burger. Next, the good deed that
the participants previously recalled was displagedhe screen. Participants were asked whether
they thought their own prior good deed was a geadon to eat the burger (het at all 7 =
very much.
Results and Discussion

Participants in the Tempting Burger condition datiee burger as more temptirlg €
5.45,SD =1.62) than participants in the Less Tempting Buagerdition M = 2.97,SD =1.73),
t(474) = 16.15p < .001,d = 1.53. Participants in the Tempting Burger candi{M = 3.22,SD
= 2.05) regarded their own prior good deed as atbetsson for eating the burger compared to
participants in the Less Tempting Burger condi(ibh= 2.28,SD =1.69),t(474) = 5.47p <
.001,d = 0.50. Like we found before, the more tempting lbkarger was perceived to be, the
more someone thought their prior good deed waseepsable reason to indulge < .46,t(474)
=11.35, < .001).

These results suggest that even reasons thataeeaged prior to exposure to the
temptation can serve as acceptable justificatioreat the burger, depending on how tempting
people find this burger. A recalled prior good deethus seen as a better reason to indulge

when a temptation is really tempting, than whaa less tempting.
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Experiment 2b. Interpreting own previous frustration as a reason to indulge

If ‘any’ reason serves as a license to give iretatation, we can expect similar effects
for recalls of priomegativebehavior. For example, having a bad day can &sesas a good
excuse to indulge when something is really tempfigg, comfort buying or comfort eating).
Therefore, in Experiment 2b, we investigate whetbkealls of recent frustrations are interpreted
as being a more acceptable reason to eat the tegripirger.
Method

Four hundred and eighty sevierS. based participants completed our experiment on
MTurk. We excluded participants who indicated tiaty were vegetariam & 24, leaving 463
participants (279 males and 184 femalge= 31.54,SD = 9.91) in our sample. Participants
were randomly assigned to the Tempting Burger ¢anrd{n = 233) or to the Less Tempting
Burger conditionrf = 230). Participants read the following instrungo

Think about a recent situation in which you feltyw&ustrated. Please describe this

situation.
Next, participants saw a picture of either the tengpor the less tempting burger from
Experiment 1b. Participants were asked to tak@sedbok at the burger and to indicate how
tempting they found this burger (1net at all 7 =very much. Participants then read that this
burger was intended as an indulgence and thatrttipers of the burger wanted to know for
what reasons individuals would allow themselves garticular burger. Next, the frustration that
the participants previously recalled was displagedhe screen. Participants were asked whether

they found their own frustration a good reasonabtlee burger (1 not at all 7 =very much.

>When we included participants who indicated thaytivere vegetarians, we found similar results.
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Results and discussion

Participants in the Tempting Burger condition datiee burger as more temptirlg €
5.26,SD =1.72) than participants in the Less Tempting Buagerdition M = 3.10,SD =1.83),
t(461) = 13.11p < .001,d = 1.22. Participants in the Tempting Burger candi{M = 3.11,SD
= 2.31) regarded their own frustration as a bettaswas for eating the burger compared to
participants in the Less Tempting Burger condi(ieh= 2.31,SD =1.83),t(461) = 4.36p <
.001,d = 0.41. The more the burger was perceived as tag)gthe more someone thought their
prior frustration was an acceptable reason to gel{d = .44,t(461) = 10.61p < .001).

These results show that unrelated frustrationsatso serve as justifications to eat the
burger, depending on how tempting people find bhiger. Combined with the results of
Experiment 2a, these findings support our theogitivat ‘any’ reason can serve as a license to
indulge when confronted with a temptation.

Experiment 3. Temptation-based reasoning affects &t choice

In Experiment 3 we aimed to replicate the eariiedihgs, with two key changes. First,
we not only asked whether people found the sansore be a more acceptable reason for
indulgence in a tempting situation, but also testldther it affected actual behavior (a choice of
an unhealthy donut over an apple). A second addisichat we counterbalanced the order in
which we asked people to indicate the temptingoé#ise indulgence, how good the reason is to
indulge, and the actual choice itself, to contaslgossible influences from asking one of the
guestions first.

Method
We conducted a pretest to test the stimuli usekisnexperiment, a choice between a

donut and an apple. We manipulated the temptingofebe donuts (a choice between four
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donuts from a renowned donut shop presented oate yérsus four donuts bought at a
supermarket, see Figure 3). We tested how tempgogle thought these donuts were and how
unhealthy they thought they were (both on a scal® 0 not at all — 6 very much so). Out of 130
participants, 62 saw a picture of the tempting dené8 of the non-tempting ones. Results show
that both types of donuts were seen as equallyaltityeM:empting= 5.65,SD = 1.31;Mnon-tempting
=5.53, SD =1.13(128) = 0.54p = .589,d = 0.10. There was a clear difference in
temptingnessdVltempting= 4.95,SD = 1.89;Mnon-tempting= 3.71,SD= 1.71;t(128) = 3.94p < .001,
d = 0.69°% Note that even the less tempting donuts weresatéh as quite tempting, with a mean
level of 3.71 on a scale from O (not at all) torérfy much).

Participant§(N = 292, 123 male, 169 femalage= 20.95,SD= 2.56) were students
who took part in a series of studies of which omas part (~45 minutes in exchange for 7 euro).
In between was one study ostensibly on meal bdyascbntain ingredients and recipes. We
asked some questions on their preference for soixhsh but of main interest were questions on
whether people were hungry at that moment, whetiesr were dieting (both on scales from 0
not at all — 6 very much so) and their Body Masiel(as calculated from their length and
weight). We did not expect these to have an efgeen the findings in the pretest) but included
them to explore whether the effects depend on tfassers.

The main part of the study occurred at the enti@Gession. When a participant was
done with the series of experiments, an experiméedethem to a table that contained a plate
with four donuts and a plate with apples. They vwasieed to choose between a donut or an

apple, and answer two final questions: how tempgiaigng a donut was and whether they

8 Temptingness and perceived healthiness were tiedeia whether someone was dieting, their gendeage.
" The total lab session had 14 more participants, gike to various reasons could not be matchedcetogbores on
demographical information, the measures regardimgyér, etc. These were left out of the analyses.
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thought that participating in the set of studies\wayood reason to reward oneself with a donut
(O not at all — 6 very much so). The order of thisge questions and whether they first answered
these questions or made the choice was countedemlaRarticipants saw either the donuts that
the pretest confirmed to be more temptiNg=(148) or the ones that were a bit less temptig (
= 144).

Results

Not surprisingly, participants were more likelydimoose the donut over the apple when it
was more tempting (67.6%; 100 out of 148), thenmih&vas less tempting (34.7%; 50 out of
144),%%(1,N = 292) = 31.52p < .001,¢ = 0.33. Furthermore, we found that (as the prétadt
also found) the donuts in the tempting conditiomergeen as more tempting € 4.21,SD=
1.48) than those in the less tempting conditidrn=3.01,SD= 1.88),t(290) = 6.09p < .001,d =
0.71. Furthermore, we also found that people imtbee tempting condition thought that having
participated in the study was a much better reésoimdulgence (1 = 3.03,SD = 1.76) than
those in the less tempting conditiavi € 1.67,SD= 1.42),t(290) = 7.25p < .001,d = 0.85.

Our theory started with the idea that more tengptionuts would indeed be seen as more
tempting, and that with greater temptingness aguaaint would think that having participated in
the study was a good reason to indulge, whichnmwould increase the chance of choosing the
donut. This sequential mediation model (see Figiirgas tested via the PROCESS macro using
bootstrapping with 10000 samples (Hayes, 2013)ulRemdicate that the differences in choices
for the donut or apple caused by our manipulatiomoav tempting the donuts were, is no longer
significant when the perceived temptingness andhdnene sees participating in the study as a
good reason to indulge are added as mediators. iMgsirtantly, the sequential mediation (the

manipulation affected how tempting the donut wasictv affected whether people saw
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participating in the study as a good reason tolgejuwhich affected whether people chose the
donut over the apple) was significabt< 0.14, 95%CI .06 to .27). Furthermore, the inctire
effect of the manipulation on choice only via hampting the donut was, was also significant
(b=1.03, 95%CI = 0.64 to 1.54), as was the indiedfect only via seeing participating in the
study as a good reason to indulge=(0.44, 95%CI 0.21 to 0.76).

Note that theorder in which the questions on temptingness aagénception that
participating in the study was a good reason talogelwere answered did not affect the answers
(nor did the question order interact with the matapion of temptingness or whether the choice
was made before or after answering these questigis$3, 282)< 1.72,p’s >.163,1?>< .018.

The choice itself was also not affected by whemas made, the question order, or by any
interactions with the manipulation and order ee®Vald-criteria< 2.53,p’'s > .112.
Discussion

We replicated the previous findings, that when gion is more tempting, people think a
given reason is a better reason to indulge ingh®tation. In this case, having participated in a
45 minute lab session (in return for 7 euro) framoajective viewpoint does not seem a better
reason to eat a tempting donut than a less temptiagthe prior participation is an equally good
(or bad) reason for both. However, the more tengpbeople thought the donut was, the better
they thought that prior participation was a goaaksamn for indulgence, and the more likely they
became to actually choose the donut over the apple.

We now also counterbalanced the order in which ske@the questions. Note that
theory is clear that the temptingness of a sitnagibects the interpretation of whether something
is a good reason for indulgence, which in turncfehe actual choice. However, when someone

has better reasons to do something they mightbelsnore tempted, but this did not seem to
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matter. Most important is also that we had manijgalahe temptingness, providing further
support for the idea we test here. Finally, somé@pants made a choice first, before answering
the questions on temptation (which did not affeetitesults). This rules out that the effects we
found are due to a focus we placed on temptatigresking questions about it, as even when we
asked those questions after the choice was madstiliveee a preference for the donut in the
tempting condition as well as an increase in thegieed temptingness and seeing participation
in the lab session as a good reason for indulgenitet condition.
General Discussion

We propose a temptation-based reasoning modekwhe presence of a temptation
makes any reason seen as a better reason to dgwéhi@ temptation. Our experiments find that
people think a large variety of reasons for indatgeeare more acceptable when they are exposed
to a tempting situation compared to a less teminugtion (Experiment 1a and 1b). In addition,
our findings show that both recalled prior gooddsegExperiment 2a) and prior frustrations
(Experiment 2b) are interpreted as better reasmmgitilge when confronted with a temptation.
Finally, we replicate Experiment 2a with a realickan Experiment 3: we find that for a more
tempting donut a research participant thoughthlefing out with the study was a good reason
for indulgence, which increased the likelihood ttnety would choose the unhealthy donut over
eating a healthy apple. The finding that temptatiaffect the interpretation of different reasons
for indulgence has important implications for thesron how people deal with temptations
(notably self-licensing theory and theories on aantnibuying and eating). We will first discuss
the importance of our account of temptation-basadaning, after which we discuss the
implications of our findings for other theories.

Temptation-based reasoning
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The present findings build on theories of mothteasoning and reason-based choice.
When people choose an option, they want to betaldapport the choice with reasons in favor
of it (Shafir et al., 1993). Furthermore, if thdyeady prefer one option over the other, they will
engage in motivated reasoning and are biased teviading reasons that support their
preferred option (Kunda, 1990). Indeed, De Witt-Eiib et al. (2014) find that the stronger a
temptation was, the more reasons they could convathto support giving in to that
temptation. Our current work finds that people wilen interpret thexact same reasas a
good or a bad reason for indulgence, dependingpantempted they are by their preferred
option. For example, our work shows that ‘it is@e$day afternoon’ becomes a better reason for
checking a personal phone at work when checkirgpthone is more tempting, even though
from an objective viewpoint this does not seemhbst of reasons.

Sela, Berger, and Liu (2009) found that for difftathoices between utilitarian and
hedonic goods (for example when choosing from gelassortment), people have a relative
preference for the utilitarian goods. The reasarits is that with difficult choices, it becomes
more important to justify one’s choice and thalitatiian options are usually easier to justify. So
why does temptation-based reasoning lead to avelateference for a hedonic good in our
studies, and for a utilitarian product in theirdias? First, Sela et al. provided choices between
for example a more hedonic laptop (designed forith high-end graphics, music) or a more
utilitarian one (designed for work, with extendeattbry life and business software). The
hedonic option seems much less of a direct tengptditian the stimuli we used in our studies. It
also seems the case that in their study peoplstidlreonstructing their preference, while in our
studies they already have a preference for thetemop which make it more likely that they

start their search for reasons to justify choodinj seems that when there already is an initial
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temptation and thus a preference, motivated reagomill make one search for reasons to
support choosing it (De Witt-Huberts, et al., 20@4)nake one see any provided or self-
generated reason as a better reason to indulgeoent work). When there is not yet a
preference, “normal” preference construction occwigere options that are easier to justify are
more likely to be selected (leading to a lower grefice for hedonic goods for difficult choices,
see Sela et al.).

Of course, not all reasons are created equallyoagth we find that temptation tends to
make all reasons somewhat more acceptable reasomutge, it does not mean that all reasons
will become acceptable enough to actually act enrndulgence. It may as well be the case that
the reason “It is Tuesday afternoon” is seen asti@ibreason when facing a stronger temptation,
but it might still not be seen as a good enoughaedo actually indulge argive in to the
temptation to actually check the phottewill still be the case that some reasons argpgim
better than others. Furthermore, past researchdfthat temptations might not only make one
feel that certain reasons are better ones andahéaeilitate giving in to the temptation, but
temptations can also activate the long-term goatgple have (Fishbach, Friedman, &
Kruglanski, 2003). For example, Zhang, Huang, ar@hBrczyk (2010) found that when people
have the strong goal to lose weight and are cotdcbwith tempting food, they protected
themselves by overestimating the amount of caldahedood contained so that they could more
easily ignore the temptation. Note that in Expentri2we did find effects on a real choice,
showing that this temptation based reasoning daedat in our study) overcome any
counterinfluence caused by an activation of the leemm goals. Finally, our work also finds the
temptation-based reasoning regardless of wheth&owkol for people’s diet preferences;

everyone sees a reason to indulge as a bettewbee, they are more tempted.
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Implications

Self-Licensing.We find that tempting situations make reasonsye @i to these
temptations seem more acceptable. This processlsaished new light on existing theories, one
of which is self-licensing theory (Miller & Effror010). Various different theories on how the
licensing process precisely operates exist (seest@nt reviews, Blanken, Van de Ven, &
Zeelenberg, 2015, and Effron & Conway, 2015), hayttend to focus on self-licensing as the
process in which the initial good act later inflaea people’s behavior. However, if people think
a reason for indulgence is more compelling wherabigh is more tempting, as we propose in
the current research, licensing theory should mview also focus on the possibility that it is
mainly the temptation to engage in undesirable eh#hat makes someone look for a
compelling reason, and in typical licensing studieg might be the good behavior that has just
been made salient by the set-up of the experirdenan example of research on licensing,
Fishbach and Dhar (2005) found that participante fiist perceived that they made progress on
their weight loss objectives were later more likiely}choose a chocolate bar over an apple as a
participation gift. Our findings imply it could a<de the case that participants in the Fishbach
and Dhar study felt tempted to choose a chocolat®ver an apple, and that this temptation
made them see their prior goal progress as an ttitepeason to indulge.

Miller and Effron (2010) argue that self-licensiogcurs via one of two processes: the
prior good deed creates either a credit (sometthiagcan later be used to trade in so one can
transgress) or serves as a credential (the goatiluelels a positive reputation, after which a
transgressions is seen as less bad because ofgmoelseputation). In both these cases it is the
prior good deed that builds a credit or a credéntibich later allows the transgression. This

reflects how self-licensing is typically investigdtin the lab; people are asked to perform or
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recall a good deed, after which a subsequent kesisathle behavior is (see for often cited
licensing studies for example Conway & Peetz, 20b2gan, Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011;
Sachdeva, lliev, & Medin, 2009). However, it has explicitly been tested whether the process
of self-licensing necessarily operates in the ocdehese two consecutive behaviors. Our results
(and motivated reasoning theory in general) sugbesthe opposite process also works: A
temptation triggers a search for acceptable reasoinansgress, and a prior good deed is seen as
an acceptable reason to do so.

Licensing is often interpreted as a non-conscigasgss (Khan and Dhar, 2006), where a
prior good deed boosts one self-view that canrin influence the likelihood that one engages in
a subsequent immoral or indulgent action. Our wamiats to the idea that it might also be a
relatively more conscious or somewhat delibergbnaeess as well. Furthermore, the process
proposed by Khan and Dhar implies that a self-bmoséeded for licensing to occur, while we
would predict that also when the past prior gooelddgoes not necessarily makes one really feel
good about oneself, the prior good deed would naakimdulgence more likely. In our
Experiment 3 people thought that participatinghe study in exchange for a monetary reward
was a better reason to indulge when the temptatamstronger, and in that case the “good
deed” does not seem one that will actually bolstex’s self-view.

Our work can also shed light on recent work by @grand Bolton (2017), who found
that after a virtuous act people subsequently pexrdehe taste of a hedonic product as better,
but only when they were not really hungry. We woaitdue that when one is hungry, there
already is a (relatively) good reason to eat somgthinhealthy, reducing the conflict of eating it
and allowing one to savor its taste. When somesnet hungry, another reason is needed to

justify eating something unhealthy, and the priotuous act can be such a reason.
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Recent work suggests that the effects of morahbmg (i.e., psychological licensing in
the moral domain) turn out not to be as robustragipusly assumed. For instance, Blanken,
Van de Ven, Zeelenberg and Meijers (2014) couldraplicate the original findings of Sachdeva
et al. (2009) that writing about one’s positivatgdeads to lower donations to charity and
decreased cooperative behavior in a commons dilenmaaldition, a meta-analysis (Blanken et
al., 2015) including 91 experimental studies reeddhat the average effect size of moral
licensing is small-to-medium (Coheds 0.31). Since our current findings show that
temptations play an important role in the interatien of previous behaviors, the licensing effect
may be stronger and more robust in situations irchvthe undesirable behavior is more
tempting.

Comfort buying and comfort eating. Another domain in which the temptation-based
reasoning model that we put forward here couldfbmportance is in comfort buying. Comfort
buying or retail therapy refers to buying produedsa way to alleviate negative moods (e.g.,
Garg & Lerner, 2013; Rick, Pereira, & Burson, 201&kplay and Meloy (2011) found that
negative moods lead to a greater consumption dbhanpd self-treats. If our prediction is
correct that any reason for indulgence is regaedechore compelling when behavior is more
tempting, research on comfort buying could alsa$oan the possibility that perhaps the
temptation to buy a self-treat makes someone look tompelling reason, which could be
found in the saliency of the current negative m@ad., ‘These fabulous shoes are too
expensive. But | feel sad about failing my exam #miak | deserve a break now and then’).

In a similar vein, research on comfort eatingat is, eating to relieve negative emotions
(Ganley, 1989) — could investigate the possibtli@t it is mainly the temptation to eat a

mouthwatering snack that makes someone look fongelling reason. For example, the
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finding that overweight individuals are more likétyovereat when feeling emotionally
distressed than healthy-weight individuals (Arnéienardy, & Agras, 1991; Baucom & Aiken,
1981; Chua, Touyz, & Hill, 2004; McKenna, 1972; Slower, Kaplan, & Mann, 1981) may also
occur if the food is more tempting for overweighdividuals, and, as a consequence, feeling
emotionally distressed might be regarded as a wmrgelling reason for indulgence by those
who find that type of food more tempting than ogher

If our findings partially explain comfort buying dreating, interventions that focus on
restoring someone’s self-esteem or improving somsanood (i.e., Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009)
might not be fully effective for reducing these beiors when the process we document in the
current research is at play as well. Improving someés mood might just remove the prior
negative feeling as a reason to indulge, but replkaweith a positive mood that could serve as a
reason to indulge as well. Interventions aimedatkample distracting oneself from the
temptation might be more effective then (Hoch & weastein, 1993). We do not wish to claim
that interventions aimed at improving mood or sslfeem do not work, but do think the current
research helps in identifying boundary conditiansvhich they are most likely to be effective.

Conclusion

The current experiments reveal a temptation-basasbning process, in which the
temptingness of the temptation strongly influenoes people interpret different reasons for
indulgence. The contents of these reasons do eot ggat relevant: If something is very
tempting, ‘any’ reason becomes seen as a betteomda give in to temptation. If externally
provided or self-generated reasons are actualbrdegl as better reasons to indulge, this could
have important practical and theoretical implicasioFor instance, providing in-store

advertisements with a possible justification cdoédmore effective for more tempting products.
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These findings are not only important for our ustiending of how people deal with
temptations, but also have important implicaticmrsdther theories. Notably, our findings
suggest an alternative account of self-licensingr@tthe temptingness of the undesirable
behavior initiates a search for a license, instédatie previous good behavior making
subsequent undesirable behaviors more likely. Alafraccount can be proposed for findings on
comfort buying and eating, where the temptingnéskeoindulgence can initiate a search for a

compelling reason for indulgence.
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Table 1.
Effects of a Tempting Phone versus a Less TemBhoge on whether a specific reason to

check the phone during work is seen as a good retisdo so

Temptingness of Phone

Less More
n=237 n=221
Reason M (SD) M (SD) (E 456) p n
You feel very frustrated about 3.41(1.65) 3.76 (1.78) 4.93 .027 .011

something that happened today.

The past few days, you have worked 4.65 (1.84) 4.78 (1.74) 0.67 413 .001
very hard; you are ahead of your
working schedule.

You performed a good deed earlier 3.27 (1.68) 3.51 (1.74) 2.19 .140 .005
today, such as helping someone in

need.
It is a Tuesday afternoon. 2.59 (1.66) 2.99 (1.85) 6.07 .014 .013
Combined ¢ = .85) 3.48 (1.42) 3.76 (1.47) 4.41 .036 .010

Note. Acceptability of the reasons was rated fro¢nat at all) to 7 (very much).
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Table 2.
Effects of a Tempting Burger versus a Less Temptumger on whether a specific reason to eat

the burger is seen as a good reason to do so.

Temptingness of Burger

Less More

n=239 n=243

Reason M (SD) M (SD) @, 480) P n

You had an intense workout at the 3.10 (1.89) 3.98 (1.97) 24.80 <.001 .049
gym today

It is a Friday afternoon 3.23(1.86) 4.42(1.88) 49.24 <.001 .093

You worked two hours on top of 3.63(1.94) 4.77(1.78) 45.26 <.001 .086
your normal working hours

You feel very frustrated about a 2.67 (1.73) 3.61(1.94) 31.47 <.001 .062
conflict with your coworker that
happened earlier today

Combined ¢ = .84) 3.16 (1.57) 4.20(1.43) 57.19 <001 .106

Note. Acceptability of the reasons was rated fro¢nat at all) to 7 (very much).
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Figure 1.

Stimuli used in Experiment 1a
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Note. Tempting Phone condition (left) and the Ue=®pting Phone condition (right).
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Figure 2.

Stimuli used in Experiment 1b, 2a, and 2b

Note.Tempting Burger condition (left) and the Less TémgpBurger condition (right) Images

obtained from http://i.imgur.com/4hlyvg8.jpg?1 amitp://i.imgur.com/eW8Z5rJ.jpg.
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Figure 3.

Stimuli used in Experiment 3

Note. Tempting Donuts (left) and Les

y

s Tempting Dsr{ught).
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Figure 4. Sequential mediation analysis in Expeninde

0.28***

, (0.05)
Temptation

0.67***
(0.11)

IV: Donut
0 = less tempting
1=more tempting

Prior deed is good
reason

0.74%**
(0.18)

0.49
(0.32)

DV: Choice
0 =apple
1= donut

note.Coefficients SEin italics) with *** are significant ap < .001.
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