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Self-control may not diminish throughout the
day

September 20 2017
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Example screens from a user's session on Cerego. Credit: Randles et al (2017)

After a long day of work and carefully watching what you eat, you might
expect your self-control to slip a little by kicking back and cracking open
a bag of potato chips.

But according to new U of T Scarborough research, self-control may be
less limited than we often believe. In fact, there may be no noticeable
dip in our motivation and ability to do something as long as we switch up
tasks throughout the day.

"While people get tired doing one specific task over a period of time, we
found no evidence that they had less motivation or ability to complete
tasks throughout the day," says Dan Randles, a postdoctoral fellow in
Professor Michael Inzlicht's lab at U of T Scarborough.
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Self-control is the ability to focus on or exert effort on a task that isn't
immediately rewarding. "It's doing something not because you enjoy it,
but because it's connected to a larger goal and you want to see it
through," explains Randles.

The prevailing theory in psychology about self-control is that it can get
exhausted internally the more we use it. Some studies have suggested
that depleted glucose reserves in the brain could be responsible. But as
Randles notes, most studies on self-control depletion have been done in
the lab, and some, including studies on glucose, have been difficult to
replicate and remain controversial.

"This doesn't mean all studies on self-control are wrong, but at least for
that one, attempts to replicate it have found no evidence for the effect,"
he says.

Randles and Inzlicht worked with Iain Harlow, Vice President of Science
at the adaptive learning company Cerego. Together, they found that
people experience worsened ability while doing a single difficult
memory task, and that their performance begins to decline around the
30-minute mark with a notable drop in performance around 50 minutes.

These findings echo similar studies in the past, but what's unique is that
they found no evidence that ability to complete the task decreased
throughout the day, and in fact found that motivation to complete it
actually increased.

"This finding is especially important for intellectually demanding tasks
like learning," says Harlow. "It fits with research showing that you
remember more of what you learn when you review it frequently but in
short bursts."

"Our results are consistent with theories showing that people lose
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motivation within a specific task, but at odds with theories that argue
self-control is general resource that can be exhausted," adds Randles.

He says there may be a few reasons why we have stable self-control
throughout the day but that it can limited within a single task. One
important reason could be that we have several longer-term goals to
achieve and that we're sensitive to putting in enough effort to complete
them all. So too much effort in one task may rob other important goals,
notes Randles.

While there are more than 200 studies that show doing a task requiring
impulse control and mental effort can lead to a drop-in self-control when
switching to an unrelated task, it's rarely really been tested in a natural
setting. This is what's unique about this study - it's one of the first to
observe self-control in a natural setting over a full 24-hour period.

The researchers gathered data from more than 16,000 students who
completed voluntary learning and review exercises over several months
using Cerego's adaptive learning platform.

"The data from Cerego offered a unique opportunity because it showed
us exactly when people were willing to engage in a difficult mental
activity and for how long," says Randles.

"The fact participants got worse at a single task speaks to how effortful
they found it, and despite the difficulty, we found no evidence
whatsoever that their ability or motivation decreased up until the point
they got tired late at night."

More information: Daniel Randles et al. A pre-registered naturalistic
observation of within domain mental fatigue and domain-general
depletion of self-control, PLOS ONE (2017). DOI:
10.1371/journal.pone.0182980
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