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Self-control failures, as judged by themselves
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The existence of self-control failures is often used to legitimize public policy interventions.

The argument is that reducing self-control failures can make people better off, as judged by

themselves. However, there is only scarce evidence on the frequency and welfare costs of

self-control failures. This paper presents a survey method that allows us to measure self-

control failures in everyday life and to identify their welfare costs in terms of associations

with experienced subjective well-being. We present novel survey evidence using this method

and discuss its implications for behavioural welfare economics and behavioural public policy.
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Introduction

Self-control problems are among the most frequently dis-
cussed topics in moral philosophy, political economics,
psychology, and behavioural public policy. Influential phi-

losophical antecedents of modern Economics such as the works of
Adam Smith and David Hume placed strong emphasis on the
importance of self-control in understanding economic decision
making and governance. More recent contributions stress the
importance of changing preferences over time and dynamic
inconsistencies (Ainslie 1975; Laibson 1997), establish the
importance of visceral influences (Loewenstein 1996), argue that
willpower is the greatest human strength (Baumeister and
Tierney 2011),1 show that self-control correlates with a number of
beneficial life outcomes (Moffitt et al. 2011), and demonstrate
that self-control conflicts are a common phenomenon in people’s
everyday lives (Hofmann et al. 2012).

Policy-makers and academics sometimes argue that the ade-
quate response to the identification of self-control problems is to
design policies that help individuals to overcome their self-
control problems in order to encourage decisions that make
individuals better off, as judged by themselves (Thaler and
Sunstein 2008; Sunstein 2018; Ericson and Laibson 2019).2 Such
policies include the provision of social security benefits and
illiquid retirement savings accounts, restrictions on payday
borrowing, compulsory education laws, bans to smoke indoors,
bans to purchase alcohol during the night, cooling down periods
when shopping online, and taxes on “sin goods”. Additionally,
behavioural policies such as nudges that do not limit freedom of
choice are suggested to reduce self-control failures (Thaler and
Sunstein 2008). Duckworth et al. (2018) review the most
important behavioural and psychological ways to reduce self-
control failures.

However, not everybody agrees with the idea of policy inter-
vention as a legitimate response to findings of frequent self-
control failures. One argument against policy intervention focuses
on the difficulty for policy-makers to identify what better off, as
judged by themselves actually means (Rizzo and Whitman 2008;
Sugden 2017; Sunstein 2019; Grubiak et al. 2024).3 When short-
term preferences conflict with long-term preferences, identifying
individuals’ true preferences is difficult as it is not clear whether
satisfying the short-term preference or the long-term preference
would make individuals better off (Read 2006). For example, is
eating an unhealthy dessert a self-control failure or a legitimate
manifestation of instantaneous preferences? Is the decision to
renege on a resolution to go to the gym the result of present bias
or the result of new information? Is under-saving an error of
over-optimism or the result of the realization that we only live
once? Is the long-term preference itself context-dependent and
thus constructed and of limited normative weight (Grubiak et al.
2024)? Highlighting such difficulties, Sugden (2017) argues that
there is very little evidence on the extent to which people actually
make decisions against their own interests as they define them,4

and Ericson and Laibson (2019) ask as an open question “What
welfare criterion should we use to evaluate inter-temporal trade-
offs?”

Even if many behaviours were the result of self-control failures,
policy interventions might still not be warranted by the better off,
as judged by themselves criterion. Additionally, the policy-maker
would need to show in a cost-benefit analysis that self-control
failures have welfare costs and make individuals worse off (e.g.,
Berg and Gigerenzer 2010). If self-control failures are not costly,
little can be said that would legitimize policies that aim to reduce
self-control failures to make individuals better off. Nevertheless,
currently applied policies that aim to overcome self-control
problems are almost never based on solid empirical evidence on
the frequency and costs of self-control failures.

This paper approaches these issues associated with self-
control problems from a pragmatic, empirical perspective. Most
discussions in behavioural public policy about the legitimacy of
policies to overcome self-control failures and about the welfare
consequences of self-control failures are conceptual. However,
we aim to contribute to these discussions with some data by
making at least three contributions. First, the paper suggests
using a method that allows us to empirically quantify and
characterize self-acknowledged self-control failures defined as
everyday behaviours that are enacted, although people attemp-
ted to resist enacting the behaviour. The method is an adapta-
tion of the Day Reconstruction Method (Kahneman et al. 2004;
Knabe et al. 2010; Doyle et al. 2017; Lades et al. 2022) used to
measure desires and decision-making processes in people’s
everyday lives as suggested by Delaney and Lades (2017). We
present survey evidence using this method to show that the
method allows us to measure the frequency of self-control
failures in daily life, to identify in which domains and situations
self-control failures are particularly likely to occur, and to
identify whether some people are more likely than others to
have self-control failures.

Second, the paper illustrates that it is possible to obtain data
that can contribute to cost-benefit analyses of the effects of self-
control failures. Self-control problems are typically characterized
by trade-offs between immediate pleasures and long-term costs.
We focus on the short-term welfare effects of engaging or not
engaging in tempting and potentially pleasurable activities
assuming that experienced subjective well-being (SWB) is a valid
short-term welfare measure in this context (Dolan and
Kahneman 2008). We show that these short-term welfare effects
can be measured using the Day Reconstruction Method. An
alternative way to measure self-control failures and contemporary
SWB is experience sampling where participants are contacted
multiple times a day on their smartphones (Hofmann et al. 2014).
However, the participant burden of day reconstruction studies is
lower and large-scale studies that are often required to inform
policy are more feasible with this method.

Finally, the paper discusses whether and how data on everyday
self-control failures and their short-term welfare associations can
and should be used to inform public policies. For example, data
on everyday decision-making processes may be helpful to “purify”
preferences, i.e., to isolate the true, normatively relevant pre-
ferences from the influence of weakness of will on choices.
Moreover, a convincing argument (at least from a welfare per-
spective) for a policy intervention to overcome self-control fail-
ures could be made if the satisfaction of a short-term temptation
did not provide short-term welfare. In this case, a policy inter-
vention that reduces self-control failures might increase long-
term welfare without reducing short-term welfare and would thus
be acceptable from a welfare perspective and the better off, as
judged by themselves criterion.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2
discusses different definitions of self-control failures and suggests
that subjective well-being data are a valid source for measuring
the short-term welfare effects of self-control failures. Section 3
presents the approach we use to measure self-acknowledged self-
control failures in everyday life, as well as experienced subjective
well-being at the same point in time. Section 4 presents data to
illustrate that it is indeed possible to measure self-control failures
and their associations with experienced subjective well-being in
everyday life. Section 5 explores how such everyday data may be
used in future work in behavioural public policy to inform
questions related to the design and the welfare assessment of
policies that aim to reduce self-control failures. The last section
concludes.
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What are self-control failures and are they costly?
Sequential self-control failures Self-control failures can be
understood in at least two ways: sequentially and in parallel (Read
2008).5 Most of the economic inter-temporal choice literature on
present bias and instant gratification uses the sequential defini-
tion and understands self-control failures as dynamic incon-
sistencies where people’s preferences change nearer to the
decision time from preferring a larger later reward to preferring a
smaller sooner reward (Ainslie 1975; Laibson 1997; Frederick
et al. 2002; Ericson and Laibson 2019). In this literature, self-
control is about “the present” versus “the future” and self-control
failures are present when individuals act against previously made
plans. In a typical case of a sequential self-control failure, an
individual comes up with a plan at Time 1, acts at Time 2 in a
way that is not in line with the plan, and regrets the action at
Time 3.

There are at least two problems with the sequential definition
of self-control failures, one descriptive, the other normative. First,
a robust identification of self-control failures based on dynamic
inconsistencies is difficult, because people’s preferences can
change for a multitude of reasons (Kurzban et al. 2013; Inzlicht
et al. 2014; Rizzo 2016). For example, new information about the
internal states of the individual and/or new information about the
outside world might have become available at Time 2. For policy-
makers, it might be impossible to distinguish between self-control
failures and other reasons of dynamically inconsistent choices.

The second problem of the sequential definition of self-control
failures is the difficulty to defend the claim that the Time 2
preferences are of less normative value than the preferences at
Time 1 and Time 3. While many behavioural economic models at
least implicitly assume that choices that are in line with long-term
preferences make them better off, as judged by themselves
(O’Donoghue and Rabin 1999; Thaler and Sunstein 2008; Binder
and Lades 2015), people might also have a fully rational mantra at
Time 2: “Enjoy life now. This is not a rehearsal” as discussed by
Sunstein (2016, p. 48). It is possible that satisfying the Time 2
preferences maximizes well-being and that people are better off
when satisfying short-term preferences even when they are
conflicting (Berg and Gigerenzer 2010). Moreover, Sugden (2008)
argues that there is no normative reason to favour long-term over
short-term preferences. One way to overcome (or ignore) this
normative problem is to rely on some external moral standard
and external judgments about the ethicality or “rightness” of an
action to inform policies (Read 2006; Sunstein 2019). However,
this approach departs from the as judged by themselves criterion
to legitimize policy interventions and thus attracts other criticism.

Parallel self-control .failures The second way to define self-
control failures is in line with the psychological literature on
desire-goal conflicts. In this literature, “self-control is not about
present versus future; it is about deliberation versus affect”
(Loewenstein 2018, p. 97) and both can be present at the same
point in time, i.e. in parallel. In parallel models, self-control
failures are viewed as the result of intra-individual conflicts
between the short-term preference to satisfy immediate desires
and the long-term preferences to stick to higher-order goals. Self-
control problems arise when short-term preferences conflict with
long-term preferences, for example when our desires to eat high-
calorific foods, smoke cigarettes, or buy the newest consumption
goods conflict with long-term goals related to healthy, wealthy,
and happy living (Thaler and Shefrin 1981; Hoch and
Loewenstein 1991; Loewenstein 1996; Gul and Pesendorfer 2001;
Baumeister 2002; Milkman et al. 2008; Moffitt et al. 2011;
Duckworth et al. 2016; Lades et al. 2017). Self-control failures
arise when individuals attempt to resist enacting the immediate

desire, but fail in this resistance attempt (Kotabe and Hofmann
2015; Lades and Hofmann 2019).

The advantage of the parallel definition of self-control failures
is that we can identify self-control failures unambiguously as
behaviours that are conducted despite resistance attempts.
Observing that individuals attempt to resist enacting a short-
term desire (i.e., observing that individuals use willpower or
alternative reactive self-control strategies) suggests that in the
moment of choice the individuals themselves consider it costly in
the long run to enact the tempting desire. The observation of a
behaviour that is enacted despite a resistance attempt is thus a
clear signal that people would have preferred a different course of
action. The behaviour resulting from the self-control failure is
hence not the behaviour that makes people better off, as judged
by themselves and we do not have to deviate from the as judged
by themselves criterion. For these reasons, we adopt the parallel
definition of self-control failures in this paper.

This definition of self-control failures, however, is relatively
restrictive and does not capture all behaviours one might
reasonably characterise as a self-control failure. This restrictive-
ness is due to the requirement that people actively resist a desire
for it to be a self-control failure. But desires that conflict with
long-term goals might be enacted automatically and very fast
without opportunities to become aware of a problem and attempt
to resist the desire. Only later might people realise that their
behaviour was not in their long-term interests and that they
should have resisted it. Defining self-control failures as desires
that are enacted despite a resistance attempt excludes these
behaviours. Nevertheless, the benefit of our definition is that we
avoid the problems related to the sequential definition of self-
control failures.

The costs and benefits of self-control .failures As mentioned in
the introduction, identifying self-control failures is not sufficient
to legitimize policy interventions. At least from a welfare per-
spective, one would additionally need to show that self-control
failures are costly. When analysing the costs and benefits of self-
control failures, it is typically assumed that the benefits arise in
the short-term and that the costs arise in the long-term.6 For
example, satisfying the short-term desire to eat unhealthy food is
pleasurable immediately and the detrimental health consequences
are only delayed. Hence, a convincing argument (at least from a
welfare perspective) for a policy intervention to overcome self-
control failures could be made if the satisfaction of the short-term
desire does not provide short-term benefits. For example, Gruber
and Mullainathan (2006) suggest that the short-run and the long-
run welfare of smokers who were on the margin of quitting
improved as a result of the imposition of smoking taxes. There
might not always be a trade-off between either increasing short-
term welfare or increasing long-term welfare and some inter-
ventions might increase long-term welfare without short-
term costs.

One way to measure the short-term effects of policy
interventions is to measure the experienced subjective well-
being (SWB) associated with the satisfaction of short-term
desires. Since the short-term benefits of enacting temptations
are often understood in terms of Benthamite pleasure and
absence of pain,7 this experiential short-term welfare definition
seems warranted in this context (Dolan and Kahneman 2008).
Previous research has analysed the links between self-control and
simultaneous experiences. For example, Hofmann et al. (2014)
use experience sampling technology to show that people are
happier when they enact non-conflicting desires compared to
situations in which they enact conflicting desires (i.e.,
in situations in which self-control failures are present).8 We
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follow this literature and present a study in which we measure
self-control failures and their associations with SWB at the same
point in time.

Method
We present a study in which we use a modified version of the Day
Reconstruction Method (DRM) which was introduced by Kah-
neman et al. (2004). The DRM is a diary technique that helps
study participants to recall what they did and how they felt
“yesterday”. It is typically used to measure the momentary hap-
piness (or experienced utility) individuals felt for a full day
“yesterday”, i.e., one day before the data is collected. But the DRM
can also be used to directly measure desires (or subjective pre-
ferences, or what people want) in everyday life, their determi-
nants, and whether desires are successfully or unsuccessfully
resisted (Delaney and Lades 2017). In this paper, we present data
from a DRM study with University students that measured both
self-control failures in everyday life and simultaneous subjective
well-being ratings to illustrate the potential of the method for use
in behavioural welfare economics and behavioural public policy.

.Procedure As it is common in DRM studies, participants first
completed a private time-usage diary (on paper) in which they
recalled and reported the previous day as a discrete set of episodes
(see Supplementary Information in Delaney and Lades 2017).
Following Kahneman et al. (2004), we asked participants to think
of their day as a film divided into multiple episodes. Participants
could divide their day into as many episodes as they saw fit, with
a maximum of 20 episodes. We explicitly mentioned that parti-
cipants could take their paper diary home after the completion of
the questionnaire and that the diary was merely an aid to recalling
what happened and how they felt yesterday.

After the participants had finished the diary, they went through
each episode on the computer screen and answered questions
about each one. In particular, they indicated where they were
(e.g., at home or at the university), who they interacted with (e.g.,
friends, spouse/significant other, or nobody), and how they felt on
a scale from 0 (not at all) to 6 (very much) regarding 11 states
(“happy”, “frustrated/annoyed”, “enjoying myself”, “angry/hos-
tile”, “stressed”, “tired”, “hungry”, “thirsty”, “drunk”, “in control”,
and “focused”). We averaged their responses to “happy” and
“enjoying myself” to calculate a positive affect score and
“frustrated/annoyed”, “angry/hostile”, and “stressed” to create
the negative affect score. Participants also provided information
about their age, gender, marital status, country of origin,
educational attainment, income, and life satisfaction.

Most importantly, we asked participants several questions
about the desires (or short-term preferences) they experienced
during each episode. We used the questions proposed by
Hofmann et al. (2012) and asked “Did you feel any desires
during this episode?” with a list of desire domains to select up to
three from (Eat; Drink; Drink alcohol; Smoke; Sex; Use media;
Spend money; Social contact; Leisure; Postpone; Work; Sport;
Sleep; Other). We measured desire strength by asking “How
strong was the desire you mentioned?” (on a scale from 1 to 7),
conflict strength by asking “Sometimes, we prefer not to act upon
our desires. On a scale from 1 to 7, how strongly was satisfying
the desire at odds with one or more of your general life goals,
aspirations, or plans that you have made before?” (on a scale from
1 to 7), resistance by asking “Did you attempt to resist satisfying
the desire?” (with “Yes” and “No” as answer options), and desire
enactment by asking “Did you satisfy this desire (even just a little
bit)?” (again with “Yes” and “No” as answer options). We define
self-control failures as situations in which participants attempted
to resist enacting a desire but nonetheless enacted it (see Fig. 2).

Since participants could select multiple desires in each episode,
the data is structured on three levels with desires nested in
episodes and episodes nested in individuals.

.Participants 248 individuals from the local University came to
computer labs to participate in our study.9 The participants were
aged between 18 and 53 (M 23.29, SD 6.04), 67.47 per cent were
female, 57.66 per cent had a college degree, 77.82 per cent were
single, 13.31 per cent were married, 48.19 per cent were from the
UK, and 57.26 per cent indicated that they had an annual income
below £25.000.

Analysis .strategy We present the results in three subsections. In
sub-section 4.1., we present descriptive results on the prevalence
of self-control failures in the everyday lives of our participants. In
sub-section 4.2., we show that it is possible to identify individual-
specific, episode-specific, and desire-specific factors that predict
whether a desire leads to a self-control failure. For this, we analyse
the data on the desire level, i.e., the data set includes one row for
each desire. We use logit regressions to predict the binary
dependent variable “presence of a self-control failure” for each
desire. Multi-level models with three levels are needed as desires
are nested in episodes (i.e., there might be more than one desire
for each episode), and episodes are nested in individuals (i.e.,
people recorded usually more than one episode). In sub-section
4.3., we test whether enacting short-term desires has short-term
costs (or benefits) in terms of subjective well-being. We test
whether the SWB that participants experience in episodes with
self-control failures differs from the SWB felt in episodes without
self-control failures. Since the information we have on SWB (i.e.,
positive and negative affect) are on the episode-level, we specify
regression models differentiating between two levels, accounting
for episodes being nested in individuals. More details are pre-
sented in the respective subsections below.

Results
How prevalent are self-control failures? The 248 participants
reported 3082 episodes (M= 1243; SD= 3.37) and 3676 desires
(M= 14.80; SD= 7.60) altogether. In 2127 episodes, at least one
desire was present (see Fig. 1a). Altogether 2126 desires were
enacted and at least one desire was enacted in 1414 episodes (see
Fig. 1b). Of all desires, 531 (14.45 per cent) led to a self-control
failure, which is in line with previous research (Hofmann et al.
2012) suggesting that desire is an important aspect of everyday
life and that up to 14 per cent of all desires lead to self-control
failures. At least one self-control failure was present in 420 epi-
sodes (see Fig. 1c). Figure 2 illustrates that we define self-control
failures as desires that are enacted despite a resistance attempt.
Similarly, self-control successes are defined as desires that are not
enacted following a resistance attempt. However, to avoid self-
control failures, people can use proactive or reactive self-control
strategies (Kotabe and Hofmann 2015; Duckworth et al. 2016;
Lades and Hofmann 2019). What we define as self-control suc-
cesses as illustrated in Fig. 2 is limited to the successful use of
reactive self-control strategies.10

Figure 3 summarizes the distribution of desires across the
different desire domains. The number of all desires in each
domain is represented by the height of the bars. Each bar is then
partitioned into (i) desires that individuals did not attempt to
resist, (ii) desires that individuals successfully resisted (self-
control successes), and (iii) desires that individuals attempted to
resist but nevertheless enacted (self-control failures). Self-control
failures were most likely when participants had the desire to use
social media and to postpone something, and participants were
particularly successful in resisting the desire to sleep. The average
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desire strength was 5.04 (SD= 0.99) and the average conflict
strength was 3.25 (SD= 2.06). Table 1 presents more details on
the number of desires, resistance attempts, enactment, self-
control failures, self-control successes, average desire strength,
and average conflict strength by desire domain. For example, the
strongest desires were in the domains “Other” and “Sport” and
the strongest conflicts in the domains “Postponing” and
“Spending Money”. Figure 4 presents the diurnal patterns of
the six most frequently mentioned desires with the same
partitioning as in Fig. 3. For example, the desire to eat something

is most prevalent around lunch which provides some confidence
in the data.

What predicts self-control failures? We test whether the pre-
sence of a self-control failure can be explained by a set of indi-
vidual-specific, episode-specific, and desire-specific variables
using the following model

SCFijk ¼ β0 þ β1Desijk þ β2Epiij þ β3Indi þ uk þ vjk þ ϵijk;

ð1Þ
where SCFijk is the binary variable indicating the presence of a
self-control failure of individual i, in episode j, of desire k The
vector Desijk represents desire type, desire strength, and conflict
strength. We included these desire-specific independent variables
to identify whether self-control failures are more prevalent in
some domains than in others and whether stronger and more
conflicting desires lead to a higher probability of self-control
failures as suggested in previous self-control research (Hofmann
et al. 2012, Delaney and Lades, 2017). The vector Epiij represents
the episode-specific predictors location, social interaction, and
time of the day. These predictors are included to identify whether
people are particularly prone to self-control failures in specific
situations which might inform the design of behavioural public
policy interventions. The episode-specific variables can also be
interpreted as control variables as, for example, desire type, desire
strength, and conflict strength might differ across locations, social
situations, and time of the day. The vector Indi represents age,
gender, marital status, education, country of origin, and income

Fig. 1 Descriptive statistics about of self-reported desires, enactments, and self-control failures. a Number of desires reported by participants per
episode. b Number of desires that participants enacted per episode. c Number of desires that participants enacted despite a resistance attempt (self-
control failures) per episode.

Fig. 2 Number of desires, resistance attempts, and desire enactments in the composition that illustrates the definitions of self-control failures and self-
control successes.

Fig. 3 Desires, resistance attempts, and self-control failures by desire
domains.
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which are included as control variables, but whose inclusion also
might lead to interesting insights. The error terms uk , vjk , and ϵijk
represent the structure of the data with error terms on the desire
level, episode-level, and individual-level, respectively. In a second
model, we run the same regression but focus only on those desires
that participants had attempted to resist (illustrated by the upper
half in Fig. 2). This allows us to identify the determinants of how
successful people are once they attempt to resist which can be
interpreted as the strength of willpower.

Table 2, model (1) shows the factors that explain whether a
given desire led to a self-control failure. The model is based on
the 3676 desires that were distributed across 2127 episodes
and 248 participants. In terms of individual-specific determi-
nants, it shows that age predicts a significantly lower
probability that a desire leads to a self-control failure. It also
shows that self-control failures are more likely when the desire
is strong and when the conflict is strong, replicating earlier
findings (Hofmann et al. 2012). We controlled for the desire

Table 1 Information about desires by type.

Desires Resistance Enactment SCFa SCSb Mean desire strength Mean conflict strength

Eat 758 227 469 57 170 5.04 2.66
Drink 280 43 228 10 33 5.06 2.17
Drink alcohol 93 46 52 10 36 4.61 3.58
Smoke 104 42 68 14 28 5.15 3.39
Sex 134 75 45 16 59 5.01 3.51
Use media 348 144 309 110 34 4.78 3.45
Spend money 65 36 35 12 24 4.89 4.17
Social contact 326 73 242 42 31 4.98 2.84
Leisure 359 192 183 52 140 4.97 3.73
Postpone 313 222 190 126 96 5.06 4.90
Work 99 22 57 5 17 5.05 2.32
Sport 90 29 43 6 23 5.23 2.89
Sleep 587 438 149 61 377 5.19 3.46
Other 120 44 56 10 34 5.40 3.18
Sum|Avc 3676 1633 2126 531 1102 5.03c 3.30c

aSelf-control failures.
bSelf-control successes.
cMean desire strength and mean conflict strength.

Fig. 4 Diurnal patterns of desires, resistance attempts, and self-control failures of the six most common desires over the day.
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domains in the model (e.g., eating, sleeping, etc.), but do not
present the 14 domain-specific coefficients in the table for
presentation reasons. Instead, Fig. 5, panel A shows the
predicted margins of a self-control failure by domain for the
same model. As also suggested by Fig. 3, self-control failures

are most likely in the domains “Postponing” and “Using
media” and least likely in domains “work” and “non-alcoholic
drinks”.

Table 2, model (2) investigates the 1633 desires that
participants attempted to resist (as seen in the upper half of
Fig. 2). Such desires were present in 1149 episodes of 237
participants. This model presents factors that explain whether
existing resistance attempts are successful (and not whether
participants attempted to resist at all). Hence, the coefficients here
can be interpreted as a form of reactive self-control where
individuals aim to resist existing desires rather than aiming to
reduce the occurrence of unwanted desires pre-actively (Kotabe
and Hofmann 2015; Duckworth et al. 2016; Lades and Hofmann
2019). The model shows that strong desires are more difficult to
resist, but conflict strength is not significantly predictive.
Combined with the significant effect of conflict strength on
self-control failures in model (1), the insignificance of conflict
strength in model (2) suggests that stronger conflicts increase the
probability that people attempt to resist the desire (i.e., increase
the probability that people take the upper route in Fig. 2) but that
the success of a resistance attempt is not dependent on the
strength of the conflict. Moreover, people are more likely to fail in
their resistance attempts when they are at home (compared to
being at the university or at another place). In terms of
individual-specific variables, females and participants from the
UK are less likely to unsuccessfully attempt to resist an existing
desire. Again, we do not present the domain-specific coefficients
in the table but present the marginal effects of the domains in
Fig. 5, panel B. As can also be seen in Fig. 3 when comparing self-
control failures and self-control successes, once participants
attempted to resist a desire, they were most likely to enact the
desire nevertheless in the domains “Using media” “Postponing”
and “Social contact” and least likely to enact desires in the
domain “sleep”.

The short-term benefits of self-control .failures As described in
section 2, many researchers assume that self-control failures
provide short-term benefits but are costly in the long-term. The
DRM data does not provide information about the long-term
benefits of satisfying short-term desires, but the presence of a
resistance attempt suggests that individuals are themselves aware
of long-term costs and would preferably not enact the short-term
desire. We thus assume that individuals subjectively believe that
enacting the short-term desire has costs and we ignore the
question of whether the enactment has objectively long-term
costs. The implicit assumption here is that resistance attempts,

Table 2 Multi-level logit regressions predicting the presence
of a self-control failure (=enactment despite resistance
attempt). Model (1) uses all desires and model (2) uses the
desires that participants attempted to resist.

(1) (2)

Variables Self-control failure Self-control failure

Desire Strength 0.136** 0.532***
(0.0665) (0.103)

Conflict Strength 0.205*** −0.00128
(0.0342) (0.0485)

Location. Base=At home.
At the University 0.0449 −0.743***

(0.168) (0.240)
Another place −0.0989 −0.593**

(0.177) (0.252)
Social interaction −0.103 0.174

(0.149) (0.212)
Hour of the day 0.00290 0.0113

(0.0129) (0.0184)
Age −0.0341* −0.0200

(0.0195) (0.0272)
Female −0.155 −0.553**

(0.198) (0.275)
Marital status. Base= Single.
Married 0.222 0.256

(0.294) (0.411)
Divorced −0.212 0.0805

(0.330) (0.445)
College degree 0.252 0.351

(0.201) (0.276)
From the UK −0.544*** −0.951***

(0.185) (0.261)
Annual income. Base= Below £10,000.
£10,000-£24,999 0.196 0.297

(0.247) (0.334)
£25,000+ 0.320 0.523

(0.243) (0.332)
Rather not say −0.0659 0.0317

(0.254) (0.343)
Constant −3.485*** −3.302***

(0.625) (0.881)
Desire type Yes Yes
Observations 3675 1633
Number of episodes 2127 1149
Number of individuals 248 237

Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

Fig. 5 Probability of self-control failures and unsuccessful resistance attempts by desire domain. a Probability that a desire becomes a self-control
failure in the different domains. b Probability that a desire that is resisted is enacted and thus becomes a self-control failure in the different domains.
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i.e., the use of self-control, are driven by the desire to stick to
long-term goals to avoid long-term costs.

To explore whether enacting short-term desires has short-term
costs (or benefits) in terms of subjective well-being, we compare
the positive and negative affect ratings in episodes with self-
control failures with the positive and negative affect ratings in
episodes without self-control failures. Figure 6 shows the
distributions of this sub-section’s dependent variables, i.e.,
positive affect (Panel A) and negative affect (Panel B) as
measured in all 3082 episodes.

We test whether the SWB that participants experience in
episodes with self-control failures differs from the SWB felt in
episodes without self-control failures. Since the information we have
on SWB (i.e., positive and negative affect) are on the episode-level,
we specify regression models differentiating between two levels,
accounting for episodes being nested in individuals. In linear multi-
level models, we first regress the positive and the negative affect
individual i experiences in episode j on the number of self-control
failures in that episode, as summarized by

Aij ¼ β0 þ β1NumSCFij þ β2Epiij þ β3Indi þ vj þ ϵij; ð2Þ
where Aij is a vector indicating the positive and the negative affect of
individual i in episode j and NumSCFij is the number of self-control
failures in the same episode. The vectors Epiij and Indi are control
variables similar to the definitions for Eq. (1) with the exception that
we also include a measure for life satisfaction as an individual-
specific control variable in Eq. (2). Another difference between Eqs.
(1) and (2) is that the latter does not include control variables for the
desire domains, because this would lead to multicollinearity with the
variable that indicates the number of desires.

The results of this regression model, presented in column 1 of
Table 3, show that the positive affect in episodes with one
(b=−0.273; p < 0.001) or two or more (b=−0.4333; p= 0.004)
self-control failures is significantly lower than in episodes without
self-control failures. The predicted positive affect ratings in
episodes with no self-control failure, one self-control failure, and
two or more self-control failures are 4.32 (SE= 0.06),
4.04(SE= 0.09), and 3.88 (SE= 0.16), respectively.

This approach, however, underestimates the strength of the
negative association between self-control failures and positive
affect. Previous research shows that people feel better in episodes
in which they enact desires compared to episodes in which they
do not enact desires (e.g., Hofmann et al. 2013) and whenever
there is a self-control failure a desire is by definition enacted.
Hence, in another regression model, we control for the number of
desire enactments in episode j (NumEnacij) to neutralize the
association between enactment and affect. We also control for the
number of desires people had in episode j (NumDesij) to avoid
measuring the association between having more or less desires
and SWB. Column 2 in Table 3 shows that the associations
between the number of self-control failures and positive affect

indeed become stronger. These coefficients compare the positive
affect of episodes with and without self-control failures while
holding constant the number of desires and the number of
enacted desires in the episode. The predicted positive affect
ratings in episodes with no self-control failure, one self-control
failure, and two or more self-control failures based on model 2 are
now 4.35 (SE= 0.06), 3.90 (SE= 0.1), and 3.54 (SE= 0.17),
respectively.

Columns 3 and 4 in Table 3 show that the patters are reversed for
negative effect, albeit somewhat weaker. For example, based on model
4 the predicted negative affect ratings for no self-control failure, one

Fig. 6 Distributions of affect across all 3082 episodes. a Distribution of positive affect. b Distribution of negative effect.

Table 3 Multi-level linear models predicting affect by
presence of self-control failures.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Variables Positive
affect

Positive
affect

Negative
affect

Negative
affect

Number of self-control failures. Base= Zero.
One −0.273*** −0.443*** 0.149** 0.186***

(0.0803) (0.0858) (0.0591) (0.0634)
Two or more −0.433*** −0.807*** 0.256** 0.395***

(0.151) (0.163) (0.111) (0.121)
Number of enacted desires. Base= Zero.
One 0.532*** −0.258***

(0.0702) (0.0519)
Two 0.850*** −0.600***

(0.111) (0.0819)
Three or more 1.371*** −0.848***

(0.155) (0.115)
Number of desires. Base= Zero.
One −0.565*** 0.331***

(0.0690) (0.0510)
Two −0.590*** 0.501***

(0.0957) (0.0708)
Three −1.023*** 0.855***

(0.117) (0.0866)
Four or more −1.186*** 0.971***

(0.179) (0.133)
Hour of the day 0.0410*** 0.0404*** −0.0263*** −0.0232***

(0.00479) (0.00479) (0.00353) (0.00354)
Location. Base=At home.
At University −0.353*** −0.283*** 0.145*** 0.107**

(0.0674) (0.0664) (0.0497) (0.0492)
At another place 0.0532 0.0796 −0.0176 −0.0211

(0.0629) (0.0619) (0.0464) (0.0458)
Social interaction 0.440*** 0.404*** 0.0346 0.0517

(0.0552) (0.0543) (0.0406) (0.0401)
Life satisfaction 0.0592*** 0.0560*** −0.0250*** −0.0231***

(0.00833) (0.00829) (0.00695) (0.00678)
Constant 2.496*** 2.823*** 3.049*** 2.756***

(0.365) (0.364) (0.301) (0.295)
Observations 3082 3082 3082 3082
Number of
groups

248 248 248 248

All models are controlled for age, gender, marital status, college-education, country of origin,
and income. Standard errors in parentheses.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.
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self-control failure, and two or more self-control failures are 2.07
(SE= 0.05), 2.25 (SE= 0.07), and 2.565 (SE= 0.13), respectively.

Models (2) and (4) also show that the number of enacted desires
is positively associated with positive affect and negatively associated
with negative affect (holding constant the number of desires present
in the episode). This pattern replicates findings from Hofmann et al.
(2013),11 and suggests that preference satisfaction can indeed be a
source of well-being. However, comparing the coefficients for desire
enactment with the coefficients for self-control failures shows that
they are rather similar in strength with reversed signs. This suggests
that the enactment of a desire increases positive affect, but only in
the absence of a self-control failure.

A more detailed analysis of the associations between desire
enactment and experienced SWB (with and without resistance
attempts) is precluded by the data structure of the above analysis,
because the dependent affect variable is measured on the episode-
level and the desire-related independent variables are measured
on the higher desire level. Multiple desires, resistance attempts,
and self-control failures can be present in the same episode.
However, we can analyse the data for each desire domain
independently, which allows us to present one-to-one associa-
tions between self-control failures in a specific domain and
contemporaneous experienced SWB. This is possible because
information about the same desire domain cannot appear more
than once in each episode. To do so, we estimate models such as

Aij ¼ β0 þ β1EatEnactij þ β2EatResistij þ β3EatEnact � EatResist
þ β4Epiij þ β5Indi þ vj þ ϵij

ð3Þ

for the subset of episodes in which a desire to eat was present. In
Eq. (3), EatEnactij indicates whether individual i enacted a desire
to eat in episode j, EatResistij is a dummy indicating whether the
individual resisted enacting a desire to eat, and the other variables
are as above. The interaction between EatEnactij and EatResistij

represents a self-control failure. We run these regressions 14
times for each desire type separately and predict the affect for all
four combinations of resistance attempts (yes or no) and
enactments (yes or no). The resulting four datapoints for each
desire domain are presented in Fig. 7 in 14 panels. These four
datapoints correspond to the for boxes on the right in Fig. 2. Self-
control failures are represented by the open circles on the right-
hand side of each panel. While this approach allows us to present
the one-to-one associations between self-control failures and
experienced SWB, the number of observations is reduced a lot,
and results need to be interpreted particularly carefully.

The analysis illustrated in Fig. 7 suggests that there might be
some situations in which the satisfaction of a short-term desire
that is a self-control failure does not provide short-term benefits.
For example, in episodes in which people had a desire for leisure,
positive affect is higher when they enacted that desire without a
resistance attempt (b= 1.13, p < 0.001). However, when compar-
ing episodes in which people had a desire for leisure and
attempted to resist it, positive affect is not significantly different
across episodes with and without enactments of the desire for
leisure (b=−0.022; p= 0.918). The difference between these two
associations represented by the slopes of the two lines in the
leisure panel in Fig. 7 is statistically significant (b=−1.077;
p= 0.001). The difference between the slopes of the two lines is
also statistically significant in the domain sleep (b=−0.669;
p= 0.035) and work (b=−1.708; p= 0.027).

We can also compare the positive affect ratings across episodes
in which a not-resisted desire is enacted and episodes in which a
resisted desire is enacted. This analysis suggests that over most
desire domains, positive affect ratings were lower when desires
were enacted despite a resistance attempt (i.e., self-control
failures) than when desires were enacted without a resistance
attempt. This difference is statistically significant in the domains

Fig. 7 Positive affect in episodes in which the respected desire was present and enacted (vs not enacted) and resisted (vs not resisted). The open circles on
the right-hand-side represent the positive affect in episodes with self-control failures.
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eating (b=−0.45; p= 0.021), leisure (b=−1.11; p < 0.001), and
postponing (b=−0.51; p= 0.019). For example, given that
people enacted a desire for leisure, their contemporaneous
positive affect was 3.58 (SE= 0.18) if they had resisted the desire
and 4.68 (SE= 0.13) if they had not resisted it. Figure 8 presents
the same analysis for negative affect and similar exploratory
observations are possible

Discussion
The previous section showed that it is possible to measure self-
acknowledged self-control failures and that it is also possible to
measure experiential correlates of self-control failures which can
be interpreted as short-term welfare consequences. This section
discusses whether data like this can and should be used to inform
(behavioural) policy-making.

Notes of .caution Let us offer a few warnings. The approach to
measure everyday self-acknowledged self-control failures pre-
sented here has some limitations and we view the study as an
empirical demonstration of the possibility to measure self-control
failures and contemporaneous affective states. We would not yet
be willing to derive strong and general welfare implications from
this particular study for a number of reasons. First, the data we
present in section 4 is based on a sample of students and the
patterns we find might be specific to that population. Second,
policies tend to be domain-specific, and the study presented in
this paper deals with self-control failures more generally across
multiple domains. If policy-makers are interested in whether or
not self-control failures occur in one particular domain of life
(e.g., unhealthy eating), it would be essential to conduct domain-
specific studies asking the target population whether they had
specific food-related self-control failures. Such domain-specific

studies are also beneficial from a statistical point of view as it will
be possible to calculate one-to-one associations between self-
control failures and subjective well-being as presented in Fig. 7
with larger sample sizes. Our analysis of the associations between
affect ratings and self-control failures as presented in Table 3 is
limited because the dependent variables (positive and negative
affect) are measured on the episode-level and desire-related
independent variables (including self-control failures) are mea-
sured on the desire level. Analysing the data at the desire level
would yield biased estimates of the standard errors and inflated
Type I error rates (Foster-Johnson and Kromrey 2018). Hence,
we used less informative summary variables such as “number of
desires” that can be interpreted at the episode-level. However,
these summary variables do not provide a one-to-one association
between desire and affect measures and using them can lead to
inaccurate standard error estimations and biased regression
parameters (Foster-Johnson and Kromrey 2018). Another lim-
itation is that the day reconstruction method is a relatively new
measurement tool that is potentially subject to survey measure-
ment problems, including recall bias, social desirability bias, and
certain individual-specific response styles. Further methodologi-
cal work is required to improve the measures, test their reliability
and validity, and to better understand how responses are affected
by question wording, respondent understanding, and other fea-
tures of the survey design. Additionally, the results we presented
are correlational and people might have selected into their
environments to some extent based on unobserved or unobser-
vable characteristics. Moreover, it is possible that affect is a
determinant of self-control failures (rather than the other way
around) as for example suggested by Tice et al. (2007). If this was
the case, the association between self-control failures and affect
would be biased upwards and we would overestimate the welfare
costs of self-control failures. The method would need to be

Fig. 8 Negative affect in episodes in which the respected desire was present and enacted (vs not enacted) and resisted (vs not resisted). The open circles
on the right-hand-side represent the positive affect in episodes with self-control failures.
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integrated into field studies in order to gather causal evidence in
future work before informing policy. Our study is exploratory as
we did not pre-register the study and did not correct for multiple
hypothesis testing. Finally, we focus on the better off, as judged by
themselves criterion to evaluate policies and this is an approach
that highlights welfare. There are other normative criteria to
evaluate policies, such as autonomy, freedom, or negative
externalities that we ignore here. Overall, we view this study as a
contribution to the discussion within behavioural public policy
about how and whether data about self-control failures in
everyday life can and should inform policy. We do not claim that
this discussion has yet concluded but hope to make substantial
and interesting contributions.

The use of experiential well-being data for policy .evaluation
We measured the short-term welfare effects of self-control fail-
ures in terms of subjective well-being (SWB). In the last decade,
SWB measures have received increasing attention in economics
and psychology (Frey and Stutzer 2002; Boyce et al. 2010; Knabe
et al. 2010; Layard 2011; Laffan et al. 2024), and it is becoming
more and more common to evaluate policies based on their
effects on SWB (Frey and Stutzer 2002; Kahneman and Sugden
2005; Dolan and White 2007; Dolan and Kahneman 2008; Layard
2011; Odermatt and Stutzer 2017).12 SWB can be defined and
measured in at least two ways: as a cognitive construct in terms of
life satisfaction and as an experience in terms of momentary
happiness. We use the latter definition as we focus on momentary
correlates of behaviours. Some researchers have argued that this
momentary definition is less prone to cognitive biases as it is
relatively easy for people to answer questions about their feelings
(Kahneman and Sugden 2005). However, it is clear that there are
potentially disadvantages to using momentary measures over
general measures also, in particular the difficulty in using
momentary measures as indices of overall life evaluation. As we
argue below, momentary measures may be particularly suitable
for evaluating welfare changes in life domains with high degree of
regularized behaviour.

Implications for behavioural welfare .economics Notwith-
standing the notes of caution presented above and the limits of
subjective well-being measures, we argue that data from everyday
life may contribute in several ways in the future to behavioural
welfare economics and public policy-making more broadly. In
fact, data from everyday life might help with a big challenge that
behavioural economic findings about bounded rationality pose
for the neoclassical economic welfare analysis. Welfare economics
is based on the revealed preference approach which assumes that
desire fulfilment is the origin of welfare and that individuals
rationally make decisions that maximize their welfare (Hausman
2012). However, if people do not always act rationally, as shown
by behavioural economists, choices do not always reveal the
preferences whose satisfaction maximizes welfare.13 Accordingly,
welfare economists who acknowledge behavioural economic
findings of bounded rationality need to develop alternative wel-
fare criteria to measure whether a policy makes people better off,
as judged by themselves (for a recent summary, see Sugden 2018).
Data from everyday life might inform such alternative beha-
vioural welfare economic approaches.

Distinguishing between short-term and long-term preferences Data
from everyday life as presented in this paper allows us to go
beyond observed choices to identify what increases people’s
welfare. We can additionally measure the decision-making pro-
cess that led to these choices. Information about how
choices came about can be helpful in various ways. For example, a

policy-maker who observes that people eat unhealthily does not
know whether this behaviour is in line with people’s goals or
whether it results from a self-control failure. Data as presented
here allow to make that distinction. This is relevant from the
perspective of several authors who distinguish between short-run
and long-run preferences and put more normative weight on the
long-run preference as these are more persistent and dynamically
consistent (O’Donoghue and Rabin 1999; Ericson and Laibson
2019). In line with this argument, the fulfilment of non-
conflicting and not resisted desires could be given more norma-
tive weight than the satisfaction of desires that conflict with
higher-order goals and that people attempted to resist. That in
our data in some desire domains the satisfaction of unresisted
desires seems to be associated with higher experienced SWB than
the satisfaction of resisted desires provides some support for the
higher normative weight of unresisted desire satisfaction.

Purified and correctly informed .preferences Information about
decision-making mechanisms might also be helpful to “purify
preferences”, i.e., to isolate the true, normatively relevant pre-
ferences from the influence of decision-making biases and weakness
of will on choice. Data from everyday life may thus provide an
additional way to clean preferences, and this approach could be
added to the list of strategies to reveal true preferences as discussed
by Beshears et al. (2008). For example, we measured the extent to
which short-term desires are conflicting with higher-order goals
and a person’s long-run stated objectives. One could use this
measure of conflict strength to reduce the normative weight put on
the satisfaction of conflicting desires. However, even with infor-
mation about the decision-making processes that underlie choices,
preference purification will be far from straightforward. Moreover, a
number of researchers argue that the preference purification
approach is based on a mistaken view of human behaviour as it
presupposes a rational core with true preferences that might not
exist (Infante et al. 2016; Sugden 2018).

An alternative to preference purification is to identify the
subset of “correctly informed choices” for which good evidence
exists that these choices are not mistaken, and to use only these
correctly informed choices as a welfare benchmark (Bernheim
2016). It is possible to use the DRM to identify the subset of
choices that are in line with both short-term and long-term
preferences (i.e., those desires that are not resisted and enacted,
Box 4 in Fig. 2) and these could be interpreted as correctly
informed choices. Future work should measure whether the
enactment of these unresisted desires causally leads to stronger
improvements in subjective well-being than the enactment of
desires that individual attempt to resist do.

Paternalism without trade-offs? Data on everyday self-control
failures and their associations with SWB may also be used to
identify behaviours that neither increase short-term nor long-
term welfare. Table 3 suggests that the associations between desire
satisfaction and experienced SWB at the same time are attenuated
when the desire satisfaction is the result of a self-control failure
(i.e., when people had attempted to resist enacting the desire).
This pattern is also visible in some desire domains as shown in
Figs. 7 and 8. If behaviours exist that do not increase short-term
welfare (measured as experienced SWB) and at the same time are
detrimental to long-term welfare (in the sense that they are not in
line with long-term goals), these behaviours should be prime
targets for policy intervention. Data from everyday life could help
to identify these instances and policy-attention could be focused
towards the domains where interventions increase long-term
goals without reducing short-term welfare. Such policies would be
warranted based on the better off, as judged by themselves cri-
terion. This argument is in line with Gruber and Mullainathan
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(2006) who show that marginal smokers benefit from the impo-
sition of smoking taxes both in the short-term (their short-run
well-being is improved) and the long-term (they are able to quit
smoking). The approach presented here could potentially allow
for the identification of other examples like this.

Desire fulfilment theories and the absence of .desire Table 3 also
shows that desire enactment is positively associated with positive
affect and negatively associated with negative affect. This is also
evident in some desire domains in Figs. 7 and 8. This strengthens
the argument that desire fulfilment is a meaningful ingredient of
individual welfare and indicates that policies that help people to
satisfy their desires might increase welfare already in the short-
run. At the same time, Table 3 shows that having more desires is
associated with lower positive affect and higher negative affect.
This suggests that desire fulfilment might not be the only way to
higher SWB, and that an alternative way to increase welfare might
be to reduce the amount of desires in everyday life. More gen-
erally, the extent to which people can shape their internal moti-
vations and selection of external environments to improve
meaning and capacity for enjoyment is a key theme in a number
of psychological literatures and the implications for economics
remain underexplored despite the pioneering contribution of
Scitovsky (1976) on this question.

Conclusion
This paper showed that it is possible to quantify the prevalence of
self-acknowledged self-control failures in daily life and to mea-
sure the subjective short-term welfare effects of self-control fail-
ures in terms of associations with experienced well-being. The
paper also argues that this type of data can be used to inform
behavioural welfare economics and public policy more generally.
In terms of future work, it will be necessary to conduct metho-
dological research to test the reliability and validity of the data
provided by tools such as the day reconstruction method. It will
also be necessary to conduct domain-specific studies that identify
everyday self-control failures in specific domains in those popu-
lations that might be targeted by public policies. Finally, everyday
measures should be incorporated in experimental designs in order
to measure the causal effects of experiments and policy-changes
on self-control failures and associated subjective well-being in
everyday life.

Data availability
The data and Stata analysis code are available on the website of
the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/x3de7/.
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Notes
1 The claim that self-control is a limited resource that can become depleted when used
which can lead to self-control failures is very popular but does not seem to be true
(Hagger et al. 2016; Vohs et al. 2021).

2 In their review of the behavioural economic literature on inter-temporal choice,
Ericson and Laibson (2019) suggest that it is an empirical regularity that “Many
public policies seem paternalistic and aimed at addressing present-focused
behaviour.”

3 There are a number of additional arguments in favour of and against (soft)
paternalism as a response to behavioural economic insights. These are the subject of
intensive debate (Hausman and Welch 2010; Conly 2012; Grüne-Yanoff 2012;
Rebonato 2012; Sunstein 2016; Schmidt and Engelen 2020; Lades and Delaney, 2022),
which we do not review here.

4 Sugden (2017) summarizes his main argument as follows: “My claim is that self-
acknowledged self-control problems are a lot less common than many behavioural
economists or policy-makers seem to think. Even if behavioural economists or
policymakers feel confident that people’s lifestyle choices are based on some kind of
error, they should not jump to the conclusion that the error is a self-acknowledged
failure of self-control or that ..,it is what those people themselves would call an error”
(p. 22). In a response to Sugden, Sunstein (2018) presents some preliminary data
based on a single survey question that suggests that 70 per cent of the 200 study
participants believe that they have some kind of self-control problems.

5 Duckworth et al. (2018) present an alternative classification and differentiate between
three classes of self-control models: (i) models of multiple sequential selves with
dynamically inconsistent preferences (Ainslie 1975), (ii) models with multiple
coexisting selves (Thaler and Shefrin 1981; e.g., Fudenberg and Levine 2006), and (iii)
multiple-attribute models (e.g., Berkman et al. 2017).

6 This is true for “leisure goods” (that have immediate benefits and future costs) and
for “investment goods” (that have immediate costs and future benefits) the pattern is
reversed (see DellaVigna 2018). However, one could re-interpret investment goods as
“not spending effort” in the short-term.

7 Jeremy Bentham starts his Principles of Morals and Legislation with the following
sentences: “Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign
masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as
well as to determine what we shall do.” (Bentham 1789)

8 Also when interpreting SWB cognitively, more self-control is linearly correlated with
more life satisfaction (Wiese et al. 2018).

9 The data of 145 of these participants is used in Delaney and Lades (2017) to show the
associations between present bias (as measured in incentivized delay discounting
tasks) and everyday self-control failures (as measured in the way described above).

10 People might also proactively organise their lives to avoid problematic desires in the
first place. Since the series of questions in our survey starts with existing desires, we
do not have data for these proactive self-control successes.

11 Hofmann et al. (2014) find that desire satisfaction predicts higher positive affect but
only in the absence of resistance attempts. Once individuals attempt to resist enacting
the desire, its satisfaction does not predict higher positive affect. They argue that self-
referential feelings of guilt and shame can explain this.

12 Using subjective measures for utility is by no means a new idea in economics. For
example, Edgeworth described a “hedonimeter” that would allow economists to
directly measure utility as discussed in Colander (2007). However, attempts to
incorporate direct subjective measures of well-being and introspective data on
decision processes fell out of favour in economics in the late 19th century and the
tradition of “sensory utilitarianism” (Witt 2005) gave way to formal utilitarian
accounts based on axioms of rational choice and economics became a science of
choice (Kahneman 1999; Read 2007). It seems to us that measurement developments
such as those presented in the present paper suggest that economists should not
disregard the possibility to measure utility directly.

13 Even if individuals do not have all relevant information at their disposal, choices do
not necessarily reveal true preferences (Hausman 2000).
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