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Abstract 

Choos ing for the self depletes self-regulatory resources, impairing the ability to 

exert self-control subsequent ly (Vohs, Baumeister, Twenge et a l . , 2005). The current 

study examined the effect of choosing for others. B e c a u s e people with interdependent 

self-construals privilege interpersonal relationships, As i an -Canad ians , but not 

European-Canad ians , were expected to exper ience greater deplet ion after choosing for 

others than after choos ing for the self, relative to not making cho ices . Part icipants made 

paint color cho ices from over 200 options while imagining redecorat ing a room for self 

or other. Control condit ion participants simply perused the s a m e options. Pers is tence 

on a subsequent math task indexed depletion. A s predicted, Eu ropean-Canad ians 

choosing for self persisted less than those in the other two condit ions. Unexpectedly, 

As ian -Canad ians ' pers istence was unaffected by the manipulat ion. 
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Introduction 

Many of the cho ices we make are primarily for the self; however, cho ices often 

implicate others as well . Predict ing others' preferences is a critical component of 

successful ly choos ing for someone else. How do people make these predictions for 

others? How does making cho ices for others affect the sel f? Despi te a long history in 

the literature of examining the psychology of dec is ion-making, little research has 

investigated the psychological impact of making cho ices for others. The current study is 

one such attempt. 

What is known about choosing for the sel f? Early research on choice 

demonstrated that giving people choice leads to positive ou tcomes such as enhanced 

intrinsic motivation and better performance (e.g., Co rdova & Lepper, 1996; Deci & 

Ryan , 1987). For example , enabl ing people to choose a task from among a limited set 

of options (e.g., three tasks), rather than assigning them a speci f ic task, enhances 

intrinsic motivation and performance on that task (Cordova & Lepper, 1996). 

Under some c i rcumstances, however, having control over one 's outcomes can 

be psychological ly harmful. Having control can be a negative exper ience if, for example, 

the potential for failure outweighs the likelihood of s u c c e s s , if one is excess ive ly 

concerned about failing in front of others, or if the outcome is unpredictable (Burger, 

1989). The act of making cho ices is an exerc ise in exerting control over one 's 

outcomes, so it fol lows that making choices can also result in negative consequences . 

Recent research address ing choice behavior has uncovered severa l negative 

effects of choice for the self (Botti & Iyengar, 2004; Chernev , 2003; Iyengar & Lepper, 

2000; Schwar tz , 2000, 2003; Schwar tz et al . , 2002; Tversky & Shafir, 1992; Vohs , 

Baumeister, Twenge et al . , 2005). For example, the act of choos ing from among an 
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undesirable set of options results in less outcome satisfaction than when one is merely 

ass igned a select ion from the same set of options (Botti & Iyengar, 2004). When 

product arrays offer extensive choice, such as 20 or 30 options, people tend to find the 

choice-making task more frustrating than when there is limited choice, such as six 

options (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000). Many options also can lead to less satisfaction 

(Iyengar & Lepper, 2000) and less conf idence with the final select ion (Chernev, 2003) 

compared to when relatively few items are avai lable for considerat ion. This 

phenomenon has been descr ibed as the tyranny of freedom: as the number of options 

increases, so does the difficulty in deciding among them (Schwartz, 2003). 

Sel f -Regulat ion Resou rce Depletion and Cho ice 

W e conceptual ize cho ice to involve active deliberation among alternatives and 

commitment to action (Vohs, Baumeister, Twenge et a l . , 2005). Resea rch suggests that 

both of these components of choice are psychological ly taxing. The formation of 

judgments is a process that can be viewed as a precursor to cho ice akin to deliberation. 

W h e n judgment formation involves relatively slow, controlled process ing, research has 

found it to be effortful and to require mental resources for execut ion (Kahneman, 2003). 

Increasing commitment to a course of action also increases effort, suggest ing that 

commitment engages mental resources as well (McCau l , H insz , & M c C a u l , 1987). 

Furthermore, cho ice can be v iewed as a way of exerting control to ach ieve or avoid a 

particular outcome. B e c a u s e other goal-directed acts of self-regulation tax resources 

(e.g., Baumeister , Brats lavsky, Muraven & Tice, 1998), it is plausible that choice would 

similarly produce such an effect. 

In a ser ies of studies, V o h s and col leagues invest igated whether making a 

sequence of cho ices is psychological ly taxing (Vohs, Baumeister , Twenge et al . , 2005). 

This research draws from the limited resource model of self-regulation, which states 
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that acts requiring self-regulation draw from a broad resource that becomes drained 

with use. Behav iors such as emotion suppress ion (Vohs & Heatherton, 2000), effortful 

self-presentation (Vohs, Baumeister , & C ia rocco , 2005), and forcing onesel f to eat 

undesirable foods (Baumeister et a l . , 1998) render the self less able to self-regulate on 

a subsequent task (see a lso Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996; Baumeister , Muraven & 

Tice, 2000; Muraven & Baumeister , 2000). In five studies, people who made choices 

were less able to exert self-control on a subsequent task, relative to those who viewed 

the same or similar stimuli but did not make choices (Vohs, Baumeister , Twenge et al.). 

A variety of independent and dependent measures were used across the five studies, 

suggest ing that self-regulation resource depletion from choos ing for the self is a robust 

phenomenon. 

Choos ing for Others: Deplet ing or Not? 

Choos ing for others might tax self-regulatory resources in a similar way as 

choosing for the self does , if the act of choice, not necessar i ly the target of its 

consequences , is what is causing self-regulation resource deplet ion. Deliberation 

among alternatives and commitment to action are qualit ies of cho ice for both self and 

others, suggest ing that the psychology of the two types of cho ices may be similar. 

Support ing the idea of a common underlying p rocess for both decis ions, 

research shows that people are r isk-averse when making f inancial dec is ions for both 

the self and for others (Stone, Ya tes , & Caruthers, 2002). In addit ion, there is mounting 

ev idence that self-regulatory resources can be depleted by socia l concerns, such as 

impression management and effortful self-presentation (Vohs, Baumeis ter & C iarocco, 

2005), and thinking about rejection from others (Baumeister, DeWal l , C ia rocco , & 

Twenge, 2005; see a lso Gilbert, Krull, & Pe lham, 1988; Rawn & V o h s , in press). 

However, concerns about others' evaluations of the self are only one aspect of 
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choosing for someone e lse. It likely also involves, for example , considerat ion about the 

other's preferences and about one 's relationship with the other. Moreover, if one is 

choosing for another person, the choice may be v iewed as less important and therefore 

less taxing of resources than if one is choosing for the self. Nonethe less, the depleting 

effects of interpersonal p rocesses on self-regulation resources suggests that choosing 

for others might be as depleting as choosing for the self. Thus , it remains unclear 

whether attempting to predict others' preferences would a lso deplete self-regulation 

resources. 

A stronger c a s e can be made in support of the alternative v iew that making 

choices for the self depletes self-regulation resources more than does choosing for 

others. Contrary to f indings from Stone et al . (2002), when people make decis ions 

about interpersonal matters for others (e.g., whether the other should telephone a 

romantic interest despite only having spoken with her once), they tend to be more risk-

seeking than when choos ing for the self (Beisswanger, S tone, Hupp, & Allgaier, 2003). 

This finding suggests that people may care less about the potentially negative impact of 

a choice when someone other than themselves will deal with the consequences . A s 

long as the consequences of the choice are not severe (unlike f inancial decis ions, as in 

Stone et al.) it s e e m s that the investment in the choice is not as great when choosing 

for a friend as when choos ing for the self. 

Al though not all preferences reside in the consc ious self (Nisbett & Wi lson, 1977; 

Wi lson & Dunn, 2004), arguably more knowledge regarding one 's preferences is 

avai lable when making cho ices for the self than when making cho ices for others. In 

addition, one has more exper iences with the self than with others, and it is therefore 

plausible that one has more distinctive information about the self 's preferences to be 

considered when choos ing for the self than for others. If people p o s s e s s a greater store 



5 

of information for the self than for others, the search for precise preferences may be 

more extensive and hence more taxing when choosing for the self than for someone 

else. 

Drawing from both socia l and developmental literatures, Karniol (2003) argued 

that knowledge about the self and others is cognitively represented in terms of 

prototypic categor ies, to which distinctive information is attached through exper ience 

with the target. F rom the perspect ive of Karniol 's self-as-dist inct (SAD) model , people 

have ideas about others' general preferences in a particular domain (i.e., prototypical 

information). T h e s e general ideas are used to infer others' preferences. However, 

making preference judgments for the self involves two steps to deduce whether or not 

one has a distinctive preference in that product category. W h e n deciding for the self, 

one first cons iders whether distinct information exists regarding one 's own preference in 

that category. If this information does exist, it is used; if not, prototypical information is 

used to predict one 's own preferences. Based on this theory, making cho ices for others 

may be less effortful than making cho ices for the self because there is an extra 

cognitive step to take when deciding for the self. 

Peop le use the self as a guide for interpreting others' behaviors, suggest ing that 

people may circumvent a potentially effortful process of predicting what others prefer 

and instead select what they themselves might want. The self 's behaviors are used as 

the norm when interpreting the behaviors of others, resulting in reduced reaction t imes 

for interpreting others' behaviors after activation of the self (Dunning & Hayes , 1996). 

When the outcome will be exper ienced by someone e lse, the usual exhaust ive search 

for the best outcome for the self may be curtailed. Consis tent with the view that making 

choices for others is not as involved as making cho ices for the self, research shows that 

people do not like to make decis ions for other people and avoid it when possible 
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(Beattie, Baron, Hershey, & Spranca , 1994). Thus, a review of the literature suggests 

that choosing for others may cause less self-regulation resource depletion than 

choosing for the self, relative to not making cho ices. 

Sel f -Regulat ion Resou rce Depletion and Other-Orientation 

It is possib le that individual dif ferences in the emphas is p laced on interpersonal 

concerns will moderate the effects of choosing for others on self-regulation resource 

depletion. Peop le who are especial ly focused on others and who draw their identities 

primarily from relat ionships may exhibit a reverse pattern, such that more self-regulation 

resource depletion is caused by choosing for others than by choos ing for the self. 

Placing greater emphas is on the needs of others might result in enhanced encoding of 

information about the preferences of others, as well as greater perceived importance of 

making the best dec is ions for them. Having more information to cons ider about others 

and deeming cho ices for others as highly important could cause depletion of self-

regulation resources among highly other-oriented people. 

The research and theory d iscussed earlier demonstrat ing that knowledge about 

the self is much more elaborated than knowledge about others was conducting using 

samples of Amer i cans and others of European descent (Dunning & Hayes , 1996; 

Karniol, 2003). European-Amer icans are known for their emphas is on individualism and 

self- focus, whereas members of other cultures, such as those in East A s i a , are 

recognized as having a self-view that is inextricably connected (i.e., interdependent) 

with others (e.g., Cho i , Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Heine, Lehman , Markus & 

Ki tayama, 1999; Markus & Ki tayama, 1991). There is ev idence that As ian -Canad ians 

have stronger elaborat ion of their collective self than of their personal self in long-term 

memory (Wagar & C o h e n , 2003). Thus, As ian -Canad ians may have more knowledge to 
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consider when choos ing for others than when choosing for the self, leading to greater 

self-regulation resource depletion in the former choice than the latter. 

The connect ion between self-regulation resources and individual differences in 

other-orientation has been investigated (Seeley & Gardner , 2003). It was predicted that 

people high in other-orientation are more practiced at self-regulation than those low in 

other-orientation, because members of the former group often alter their behavior to fit 

in with others. In this set of studies, thought suppress ion resulted in self-regulation 

resource depletion among less other-oriented groups (e.g., European-Amer icans) , 

consistent with their hypotheses and with past research. However , null effects emerged 

among those high in other-orientation (e.g., As ian-Amer icans) . It is possib le that the 

thought suppress ion manipulation did not deplete self-regulatory resources among 

chronically other-oriented individuals because their other-oriented self was not activated 

by the task. T a s k s that involve others may be more likely to cause self-regulation 

resource deplet ion among highly other-oriented people, relative to people low in other-

orientation. B e c a u s e their other-oriented self would be invoked, it is possible that 

among highly other-oriented people, choosing for someone e lse will cause self-

regulation resource deplet ion relative to those who choose for the self and to those who 

do not make cho ices . 

Ev idence from cross-cultural investigations of choice suggests that other people, 

particularly in-group members , are an important part of the choice-making process 

among members of East As ian cultures. Research investigating cognit ive d issonance 

among the J a p a n e s e showed that they did not augment their attitude toward the chosen 

object unless their interdependent self had been previously act ivated by socia l primes 

(Ki tayama, Sn ibbe, Markus , & Suzuk i , 2004). Activating ideas of other people seemed 

to enhance the importance of the choice among the J a p a n e s e , but not among 
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European-Amer icans , who were unaffected by the socia l prime manipulat ion. In a study 

of the effects of choice on intrinsic motivation, Iyengar and Lepper (1999) found that 

European-Amer ican and As ian-Amer ican children differed in their response to having 

c lose others make cho ices for them. Repl icat ing prior research, providing European-

Amer ican children with a choice of which task to complete resulted in greater intrinsic 

motivation to perform well on the task, relative to when they were ass igned a task. 

As ian-Amer ican children instead demonstrated greater intrinsic motivation when a 

trusted authority figure or when peers selected the task for them, relative to when they 

chose the task for themselves or when it was ass igned by an experimenter. The As ian -

Amer ican children did not s e e m to effortfully engage in tasks they had chosen for 

themselves. 

These studies demonstrate that others are implicated in cho ices made by highly 

other-oriented individuals, but not as much among those low in other-orientation. 

Making cho ices for others might similarly be v iewed as more important than choosing 

for the self among other-oriented people, because relationship maintenance is a key 

goal for them that can be served or hindered by the quality of their choice. The following 

hypotheses were investigated in the current study: 

It is predicted that people who are low in other-orientation (i.e., 

European-Canad ians ) will exper ience self-regulation resource depletion 

after choosing for the self but not after choosing for others, relative to 

not making cho ices . Those high in other-orientation (i.e., A s i a n -

Canad ians ) , are predicted to exper ience self-regulation resource 

depletion after choosing for others to a greater extent than after 

choosing for the self, relative to not making cho ices . 
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To test these predict ions, European-Canad ians and As ian -Canad ians were 

recruited to participate in a study about consumer dec is ion-making. Part icipants were 

directed to an interior decorat ing website with a multitude of paint-combination options 

avai lable. Simi lar to methodology used by Vohs , Baumeister , Twenge , et al . (2005), 

they either made cho ices for themselves or for a moderate ly-c lose other, or they were 

instructed to browse the s a m e materials and to follow along with pre-selected options 

(control condition). Pers is tence on a subsequent mathemat ics task was the measure of 

self-regulation resource deplet ion. 

Method 

Participants 

One-hundred seventy students at the University of British Co lumb ia participated 

in this study for course credit. Only European-Canad ian (n = 58; 47 women) and As ian -

Canad ian (n = 76; 67 women) students were included in the data ana lyses because 

other cultural groups were not represented in large enough numbers for meaningful 

compar isons. As ian -Canad ian students were of Ch inese , J a p a n e s e , or Korean 

ancestry; 33 were born in C a n a d a and 43 were born in Eas t A s i a . The latter immigrated 

to C a n a d a an average of 9.15 years ago (SD = 5.55, Range = .33 to 25 years). Mean 

age of participants w a s 20.51 years (SD = 3.19), which did not differ between groups, 

f(132) = 1.46, p = .15, (European-Canad ian M = 20.97, As i an -Canad ian M = 20.16). 

Materials 

A commerc ia l websi te, www.behr .com, compr ised the st imulus materials for this 

study. This website offers a vast array of options in its Color Smart Inspiration Library-

Interior ( B E H R P r o c e s s Corporat ion, 2004), which al lows potential customers to peruse 

seemingly l imitless combinat ions of paint colors. There are 165 different combinat ions 

of four colors, from which one combinat ion is chosen . Then consumers are offered the 

http://www.behr.com
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option to change the darkness, saturation, or hue entirely of any or all of the four colors. 

One then chooses a picture of a room to virtually paint from an array of 45 kitchens, 

bedrooms, bathrooms, living rooms, dining rooms, and other types of rooms. Last, there 

are four locations in each room to paint, including wal ls, trim, accent, and cei l ing, using 

any of the four se lected colors. 

This websi te was chosen for several reasons. It offers a vast array of options and 

is easy to follow by anyone with exper ience cl icking a computer mouse. It is a website 

that naturally exists in the field so external validity is good , and the professional design 

of the website was expected to enhance interest in the study. In addit ion, interior 

decorating was a s s u m e d to be of some interest to university students, who often move 

to many different homes throughout their undergraduate years. W e used an interior 

decorating websi te in the hopes that participants' cho ices would be somewhat 

personally meaningful , but not entirely pre-determined by existing preferences. 

Design and Procedure 

This experiment was a 3 (Choice Task: Self, Other, or No Cho ice) x 2 (Cultural 

Background: Eu ropean-Canad ian or As ian-Canad ian) between-subjects design. The 

structure of the exper iment fol lowed the self-regulation deplet ion paradigm, in which 

participants exert self-control in an initial task, and then self-regulation is measured in a 

subsequent task (e.g., V o h s , Baumeister, Twenge, et a l . , 2005; V o h s & Heatherton, 

2000). In this paradigm self-regulation resource depletion is operat ional ized as impaired 

performance on the second task relative to those in the control condit ion. 

In the current study, participants arrived at the laboratory and provided informed 

consent. Us ing the Inclusion of Other in the Self Sca le ( IOS; Aron , A ron , & Smol lan, 

1992), all participants identified seven people of varying c l oseness to the self. The 

person identified by a moderate degree of c loseness , at the midpoint of the scale, was 
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used as the target of the cho ices in the Other condit ion. Th is was done for two reasons. 

First, a moderately c lose other was chosen to add some deliberation to participants' 

choices, so that they did not know almost everything (as they might with the closest 

other) or practically nothing (as they might with the least c lose other) about the other 

person's preferences. S e c o n d , this measure was expected to provide some control to 

the degree of c l oseness among the "others" targeted in the Other condit ion, while 

ensuring the person was self-relevant for each participant. 

Next, participants were randomly ass igned to one of the three Cho i ce Tasks , 

which varied in the instructions provided regarding how to use the paint website. 

Part icipants in the Sel f and Other condit ions were instructed to imagine they were about 

to redecorate a room for either themselves (Self condition) or for the person noted at 

the midpoint of the IOS (Other condition). Part icipants in the No Cho i ce condition did 

not make cho ices but rather were instructed to think about the websi te stimuli in order to 

form an impression of the website. The rest of the instructions were similar across 

condit ions, differing only to identify the appropriate choice target. To help ensure 

everyone browsed all options, participants were provided with the list of all color options 

avai lable and were instructed to checkmark beside each one after they v iewed it. In 

total, participants in the Self and Other Cho ice Task condit ions made four cho ices from 

among 235-238 poss ib le alternatives, depending on whether or not they chose to alter 

any of the four colors after their initial select ion. In actuality, 81 participants opted to 

make alterations, which did not differ between the Sel f and Other Cho i ce Task 

condit ions, , N = 81) = 2.49, p = .29, or by cultural background, / ( I , N = 81) = .38, 

p = .59, so this var iable was not considered in further ana lyses . Al l participants were 

covertly t imed by the exper imenter during this task in order to a s s e s s differences in the 

length of task complet ion time across condit ions. 
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Immediately following the choices task, participants completed the Posit ive Affect 

- Negat ive Affect Schedu le (Watson, Clark, & Te l legen, 1988). This measure is 

included in research on self-regulation resource depletion to examine potential 

differences in mood resulting from the manipulation that could perhaps account for 

results (e.g., V o h s , Baumeister , & C iarocco, 2005; V o h s & Heatherton, 2000). 

Part icipants' ratings ac ross the 10 items for each subsca le were averaged to create two 

indices of mood. Both subsca les achieved adequate inter-item reliability (positive affect: 

a = .86; negative affect: a = .80). 

After rating mood, participants completed the dependent measure . They were 

provided with 64 2-digit by 2-digit, 2-digit by 3-digit, and 3-digit by 3-digit multiplication 

problems, and were instructed to complete as many of the math problems as they could 

as accurately and quickly as possib le. W h e n participants asked if they could stop, 

research assistants replied that they could finish whenever they wanted. Based on past 

research (Vohs, Baumeister , Twenge, et al . , 2005), the amount of time spent persisting 

on the quest ions was used as the main dependent variable assess ing self-regulation 

resource deplet ion. Accu racy and number of quest ions attempted were also measured. 

Part icipants then completed Singel is ' Sel f -Construal Sca le (Singel is, 1994) to 

measure independent and interdependent self-construals, as well as a trait self-control 

sca le (Tangney, Baumeister , & Boone, 2004). Finally, all participants provided 

demographic information, were debriefed, thanked and given their course credit. 

R e s u l t s 

Prel iminary Ana l yses 

Affect Affect was not expected to differ between Cho i ce Task condit ions. Average 

ratings of the 10 posit ive and 10 negative items from the P A N A S (Watson et al . , 1988) 

formed two indices of post-manipulation affect. E a c h was examined with a 2 (Cultural 
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Background) x 3 (Choice Task) univariate Ana lys is of Var iance ( A N O V A ) . Consistent 

with past studies using a depletion framework, there was no effect of condit ion, F(2, 

128) < 1, on negative affect. However, an unexpected main effect of condition emerged 

for positive affect, F (1 , 128) = 3.15, p = .05, OJ 2 = - .11. 

Post hoc tests revealed that choosing for others left participants feeling more 

positively {M = 2.99, SD = .66) compared to those who chose for themselves (M = 2.69, 

SD = .68; p = .03) and those who did not make cho ices (M = 2.67, SD = .67; p = .02), 

who did not differ from each other (p = .87). It is unclear why this result occurred. It is 

possible that participants enjoyed the process of choosing for others because they did 

not feel accountable for their decis ions as they may have when choos ing for the self, 

but they were still able to choose , as opposed to participants who did not make choices. 

In order to statistically account for this unexpected effect, posit ive affect was used as a 

covariate in the focal ana lyses . 

There were no cultural dif ferences in negative affect, F (1 , 128) = 1.81, p = .18, d 

= .23, or in positive affect, F ( 1 , 128) = 2.27, p = .14, d = .26, nor were there any 

interactions of cho ice task by cultural background (all F s < 1). 

Time Spent on Choice Task A 2 (Cultural Background) x 3 (Choice Task) univariate 

A N O V A revealed a main effect of condition on the amount of time spent on the choice 

task, F(2, 128) = 6.89, p = .001, OJ 2 = -.24. Post hoc tests revealed that participants in 

the No Cho i ce condit ion (M = 17.23 minutes, SD = 7.47) spent less time on the task 

than did those in the Sel f {M = 23.11, SD = 10.25; p = .001) and the Other (M = 21.72, 

SD = 6.03; p = .008) condit ions, which did not differ from each other (p = .43). Because 

time spent on the initial task could influence persistence on the subsequent math task, it 

was entered as a covariate in the focal ana lyses. 
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Accuracy and Number of Questions Attempted To examine the possibil ity that the 

European-Canad ians and As ian -Canad ians differed in mathemat ics performance, a 2 

(Cultural Background) x 3 (Choice Task) univariate A N O V A w a s conducted on the 

percentage correct of the number of problems attempted, with posit ive affect and 

amount of time spent on Cho i ce Task entered as covar iates. Cultural Background 

predicted how accurately the math problems were completed, F (1 , 126) = 16.25, p < 

.001, d = .72. As i an -Canad ians correctly answered an average of 8 4 % of the problems 

they attempted ( S D = 10.77); whereas European-Canad ians were correct 7 0 % of the 

time (SD = 25.80). No accuracy differences emerged as a function of Cho i ce Task 

alone or in interaction with Cultural Background (both F s < 1). To investigate whether 

the depletion manipulat ion affected the number of problems attempted, a 2 (Cultural 

Background) x 3 (Choice Task) A N O V A , with positive affect and time spent on Cho ice 

Task entered as covar iates, was conducted. No main effects or interactions were found 

(all ps > .18). 

Focal Ana l yses 

Persistence on Math Task Of key interest were the effects of Cultural Background 

and Cho ice Task on how long participants persisting at the math task. Based on past 

research we predicted an interaction effect of choice task and cultural background. 

Among European Canad ians , we expected that choos ing for the self would deplete self-

regulation resources relative to not making choices, and that choos ing for someone e lse 

would not cause self-regulation resource depletion. A s i a n - C a n a d i a n s were expected to 

show self-regulation resource depletion more after choosing for others than after 

choosing for the self, relative to not making choices. Self-regulat ion resource depletion 

was operat ional ized as less persistence on the math task relative to the control 

condit ion. 
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A 2 (Cultural Background) x 3 (Choice Task) univariate A N O V A was conducted 

on time spent persist ing on the math task. T ime spent on the initial choice task and 

positive affect were entered as covariates. A main effect of Cultural Background 

emerged, F(1 , 126) = 5.68, p = .02, d = .43, such that ac ross choice tasks, European-

Canad ians persisted longer on the math task (M = 24.05, SD = 11.64) than did As i an -

Canad ians (M = 20.20, SD = 8.73). A main effect of Cho i ce Task was also found, 

although this effect was only marginally significant, F(2, 126) = 2.69, p = .07, O J 2 = - .31. 

B e c a u s e a difference in accuracy was found for Cultural Background, it was 

possible that facility with mathematics may have inf luenced pers istence at the math 

task, thereby adding to error var iance in this analys is. It is conceivab le that these two 

cultural groups may have been exposed to differential levels of math in their academic 

pursuits. Thus , participants' academic majors were coded into 3 groups: little or no math 

exposure (e.g., Engl ish, Psychology) , some exposure (e.g., Biology, Commerce) , and 

heavy exposure to math (e.g., Phys ics , Chemistry) . Those who indicated not having 

selected a major yet (n = 14) were coded as having little or no math exposure. 

Math exposure was entered as a covariate into the 2 (Cultural Background) x 3 

(Choice Task) A N O V A , along with amount of time spent on the cho ice task and positive 

affect. The main effect of culture remained, F(1 , 125) = 4.80, p = .03, d = .39 (see 

Figure 1), and the main effect of Cho ice Task reached signi f icance, F(2, 125) = 3.00, p 

= .054, O J 2 = -.31 (see Figure 2). Post hoc tests were conducted to decompose the main 

effect of Cho i ce Task . A c r o s s cultural groups, choosing for the self (M = 20.00, SD = 

9.00) rendered participants significantly less persistent at the math task relative to 

choosing for someone e lse (M = 22.94, SD = 11.26), f(87) = 2.08, p = .04, d = .45, and 

to not making cho ices (M = 22.81, S D = 10.38), t(90) = 2.35, p = .02, d = .50. Ac ross 

cultural background, choos ing for the self depletes self-regulation resources relative to 
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not making cho ices , and choosing for others is not as depleting as is choosing for the 

self. These data suggest that choosing for the self requires more self-regulation 

resources than does choos ing for someone e lse. 

The interaction of Cultural Background and Cho i ce Task was not significant, F(2, 

125) = 1.10, p = .34, oo2 = - .31 . However, in order to understand the results of this study 

in the context of past research, planned compar isons were executed examining the 

effect of Cho ice Task on persistence among cultural groups separately (see Table 1 for 

means) . Resea rch has shown that European-Amer icans persist less on a subsequent 

task after choos ing for the self relative to not making cho ices (Vohs, Baumeister , 

Twenge et al . , 2005). This effect was replicated in the current sample of European-

Canad ians , f(38) = 2.41, p = .02, d = .78. Choos ing for the self (M = 20.58, SD = 11.22) 

was significantly more depleting than not making cho ices (M = 25.30, S D = 10.67). 

Of addit ional interest in this study was the compar ison between choosing for self 

and choosing for other. A s hypothesized, Eu ropean-Canad ians were less persistent at 

the math task after choos ing for the self than after choosing for the other (M = 26.49, 

SD = 12.8), f(36) = 2.22, p = .03, d = .74, suggest ing the latter task is not as depleting of 

self-regulatory resources as the former. Indeed, pers istence in the Other condition was 

no different from pers is tence in the No Cho ice condit ion, t{36) < 1, d = .04. This 

suggests that for Eu ropean-Canad ians , choosing for the self depletes self-regulatory 

resources, but choos ing for someone else is not deplet ing. No dif ferences across 

condit ions emerged among As ian -Canad ians in this sample (all ts < 1, ps > .20; see 

Figure 3). G iven these ana lyses , the omnibus main effect of Cho i ce Task s e e m s to be 

driven primarily by the performance of European-Canad ians . 
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Addit ional Ana l yses 

Self-Construal Individual dif ferences in interdependence were expected to influence 

the investment made in making cho ices for others. Cultural Background was used in 

this study as a proxy for dif ferences in other-orientation. In order to test whether groups 

indeed differed in interdependence, scores from the in terdependence subsca le of 

Singel is ' (1994) Sel f -Const rua l Sca le were averaged to form one index (a = .66). A 

univariate A N O V A was conducted on average interdependence scores . Both Cultural 

Background and Cho i ce Task were entered as factors because interdependence was 

measured after the Cho i ce Task manipulation. The main effect of Cultural Background 

was not significant, F (1 , 127) = 2.17, p = .14, d = .26; however, an unexpected 

interaction emerged, F(2, 127) = 4.14, p = .02, co2 = -.04. S imple effect ana lyses 

revealed an effect of Cultural Background for the Sel f condit ion only. After making 

choices for the self, As ian -Canad ians reported stronger endorsement of an 

interdependent self-construal {M = 5.11, SD = .53) than did European-Canad ians (M = 

4.55, SD = .84), f(45) = 2.74, p = .009, d = .82. 

The reason for this result is unclear, although it is possib le that As ian -Canad ians 

may have exper ienced a rebound of interdependent feel ings after choosing for the self. 

That is, if as predicted, As ian -Canad ians typically endorse a more other-directed self-

concept than do European-Canad ians , it is possible that spending time making choices 

for the self caused a need to reassert a sense of in terdependence among As ian -

Canad ians . Al though this post hoc explanation is testable in future research, the 

placement of this sca le after instead of before the dependent measure would enable a 

clearer examinat ion of the main predictions regarding choice. No significant effects 

emerged for endorsement of independent self construal. 
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Self-Control Trait self-control was measured to investigate whether self-control 

differed between the two cultural groups. R e s p o n s e s to the 36 items (12 reverse-

scored) of the self-control sca le (Tangney et al . , 2004) were averaged to form one index 

(a = .88), for which higher scores indicated lower self-control. A 2 (Cultural Background) 

by 3 (Choice Task) univariate A N O V A was conducted on the average scores . There 

was a slight trend toward European-Canad ians endorsing lower self-control than A s i a n -

Canad ians (Ms = 2.77 and 2.66, S D s = .52 and .45 respectively); however, the effect 

was not significant, F (1 , 127) = 1.54, p = .22, cf = .22. No other effects emerged (Fs < 

1). Thus there is little ev idence from this measure that As i an -Canad ians and European-

Canad ians differed in trait level self-control. 

In sum, results replicate past research (Vohs, Baumeister , Twenge, et al . , 2005) 

by showing that among European-Canad ians , making cho ices for the self results in less 

persistence on a subsequent math task relative to not making cho ices . Pers is tence after 

choosing for a moderately c lose other was not d iminished, showing no difference from 

not making cho ices among European-Canad ians . The choice manipulat ion did not 

influence the pers is tence of As ian -Canad ians on the math task. Overal l , members of 

this group persisted for less time than did European-Canad ians . 

D i s c u s s i o n 

Decis ion Fat igue and the Sel f 

"This above all: to thine own self be true" (Hamlet, 11.78). 

This Shakespear ian quote is often used in the Wes t as adv ice to people 

attempting to make difficult dec is ions. To know oneself, including one 's preferences is a 

top priority. The self is v iewed as the source of meaning and behavior, therefore a 

coherent, consistent body of sel f-knowledge is imperative (Suh, 2002). Indications that 

one may not p o s s e s s such self-knowledge represent a failure in this worldview. Resul ts 
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of the current study show that making cho ices for the self depletes the self-regulatory 

resources of Eu ropean-Canad ians , relative to not making cho ices . However, choosing 

for someone e lse does not cause such depletion. A s predicted, among European-

Canad ians , choosing for the self appears to be psychological ly different from choosing 

for others. 

Sel f -knowledge is important to being a member of Western society. Having a 

clear sense of self is positively related to psychological wel l-being and sel f -esteem, and 

negatively related to chronic sel f-analysis, rumination, and neurot ic ism (Campbel l , 

A s s a n a n d , & Di Pau la , 2003; Campbe l l et al . , 1996). The process of making choices 

may be taxing if it signif ies a test of sel f-knowledge in a particular domain. In the current 

study, people were asked to choose from among var ious paint color combinat ions. 

Regard less of whether people had strong color preferences before the experiment, the 

task of declar ing these preferences may have made salient the need for self-

knowledge. Deliberating among options and committing to a cho ice for the self, but not 

for someone e lse, may have involved the additional task of cement ing self-knowledge, 

which then contributed to self-regulation resource deplet ion. 

Accord ing to Karniol 's (2003) self-as-distinct (SAD) model , a gap in knowledge 

regarding one 's paint color preferences would have been filled by information about a 

general ized other's preference. Using gener ic information to infer one 's own 

preferences may be a distressing solution in a culture whose members pride 

themselves on individuality and uniqueness (Triandis, 1996). Mak ing a choice for 

someone e lse does not have the same psychological implications that choosing for the 

self does. W h e n consider ing someone e lse 's preferences, having a clear and highly 

developed knowledge base for that person may not be prioritized in an individualist 

culture, particularly if that someone is not very c lose to onesel f . 1 Fail ing to properly 
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identify someone e lse 's preferred option is not indicative of one 's status as a good 

member of individualistic Western culture, and so making a cho ice for them does not 

deplete self-regulation resources. 

Why is the self needed to make these cho ices? The types of cho ices that have 

been investigated are typically not binding, as in the current study, or have minute 

consequences , such as eating a chocolate that was less than ultimately desired 

(Iyengar & Lepper, 2000; see also Vohs , Baumeister, Twenge , et al . , 2005). Why do 

people not merely select the first item they s e e ? Select ing one option over another may 

be perceived as a statement to others that one knows oneself, including one 's 

preferences in a given domain . In addition, people in the Wes t are general ly motivated 

to hold posit ive sel f-v iews (e.g., Crocker & Major, 1989; He ine et a l . , 1999). Investing 

effort to ensure that cho ices and their outcomes reflect positively on the self is one way 

to maintain this view. 

Amp le empir ical ev idence shows that large and smal l dec is ions are tied to the 

self. Major life dec is ions are influenced by implicit connect ions between the options 

avai lable and posit ive feel ings toward the self (Jones, Pe lham, Carva l lo , & Mirenberg, 

2004; Pe lham, Mirenberg, & Jones , 2002). Moreover, people seek to imbue things that 

are related to them with positive qualit ies. Resea rch on the endowment effect shows 

that objects take on a spec ia l meaning when allied with the self (Kahneman, Knetsch, & 

Thaler, 1990; Lerner, Sma l l , & Loewenste in, 2004). Peop le ass ign greater monetary 

value to coffee mugs after they own the mugs, relative to before the mugs were in their 

possess ion (Kahneman et al.). Research on cognitive d i ssonance shows that when 

people select a painting to keep that they had previously identified as mediocre, they 

subsequent ly augment their opinion of the painting (Fest inger & Car lsmi th, 1959; 

Gerard & White, 1983). Thus , people tie possess ions , be they tangible or opinions, to 
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the self. P o s s e s s i n g this painting or this coffee mug conveys information about the self 

to others and should therefore truly represent one 's preferences, as well as reflect 

positively on the self. 

What does this line of reasoning say about choosing for others? A choice made 

for someone e lse should reflect the other person's taste, either entirely or in addition to 

one's own preferences. Suppose a gift is selected that the chooser does not personally 

like. The item is not necessar i ly al igned with the chooser or the chooser 's own 

preferences, and the chooser does not have to exper ience the gift. Except when 

choosing for intimate others, if the gift is a poor choice, it can easi ly be justified with the 

excuse that one does not know the other person very well . B e c a u s e the self is not tied 

to this item, and a poor choice can be excused easi ly, it is not psychological ly taxing to 

commit to making a cho ice for someone else. 

W h e n choos ing for the self, and likely when choos ing for intimate others, it is 

difficult to justify a poor cho ice as due to lack of knowledge. O n e is supposed to know 

one's own preferences, so when a poor choice is made one is forced to acknowledge a 

failure of sel f -knowledge and to live with the consequences . Knowing in advance that 

one will have to exper ience the outcome of a poor choice, as well as admit a lack of 

sel f-knowledge, may contribute to self-regulation resource deplet ion from choosing for 

the self but not from choosing for others. 

Other-Orientation and Cho i ce Depletion 

W e predicted that highlighting interpersonal concerns in the choosing for others 

condition would deplete self-regulatory resources among As ian -Canad ian students. 

This group was se lected to embody those high in other-orientation, whereas European-

Canad ians were thought to be low in other-orientation. By providing an interpersonal 

context for choice, we expected to highlight the socia l domain , a domain in which other-
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oriented people may most often self-regulate. However, the cho ice task manipulation 

did not appear to affect self-regulatory resources of A s i a n - C a n a d i a n s , so interpretation 

of these results is precar ious. 

There are a number of potential reasons why the manipulat ion did not affect 

persistence among As ian -Canad ians in this study. One possib le explanat ion stems from 

sample character ist ics. Us ing cultural background as a proxy for other-orientation did 

not appear appropriate for two reasons. First, scores on a standard interdependence 

measure did not significantly differ between European-Canad ian and As ian -Canad ian 

participants. S e c o n d , As ian -Canad ian participants were relatively acculturated. Forty-

three percent of the 76 As ian -Canad ians were born in C a n a d a , and those who were 

born in East A s i a immigrated to C a n a d a an average of over nine years ago. It is still 

possible that other-orientation may be an important moderator of limited resource 

effects, although it appears that we have been unable to sufficiently test this hypothesis 

with the current sample . 

Theoretical ly, it is possible that As ian -Canad ians may have greater self-

regulation resources than do European-Canad ians by virtue of possess ing multiple 

identities. Our acculturated sample of As ian -Canad ians more aptly fits the description of 

being bicultural than East As ian monocultural. Resea rch suggests that bicultural people 

have two se lves , one that matches each cultural framework with which they engage, 

and that they switch to match their exper ience of self to the cultural context at hand 

(Hartitatos & Benet-Mart inez, 2002; Hong, Benet-Mart inez, Ch iu , & Morris, 2003; Hong, 

Morris, Ch iu , & Benet-Mart inez, 2000; R o s s , X u n , & Wi lson, 2002). It is possible that 

regular practice at switching between se lves to suit the context might strengthen self-

regulatory resources, just as practice at self-regulating has been shown to buffer 

against temporary depletion effects induced in the laboratory (Muraven, Baumeister, & 
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Tice, 1999). By extension, switching among any set of multiple identities, such as 

st igmatized identities (Crocker & Major, 1989), might render people more resistant to 

depletion effects than those who do not routinely switch among identities. Future 

investigations directly address ing biculturalism and other types of multiple identities may 

provide insight into how self-regulation resources are deve loped and strengthened. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

In the current experiment participants choosing for others likely were aware that 

the others would not know what particular cho ices were made. There were no obvious 

consequences for making a poor decis ion for the other person. It is possible that when 

choosing for the other, it may have been evident that the other would not actually know 

how well participants chose for them. However, when choos ing for the self, people 

would know that they had not been true to themselves if they did not put in effort to 

make the best cho ices they could. It is possible that choos ing for others would have 

been depleting if participants knew that the others would see their select ions. Future 

research should examine how variations in the importance of cho ice, including 

permanence of the outcome, affect self-regulation resources. 

This study is an initial investigation into the effects of choos ing for other people 

on self-regulation resources. Only one "other" condition was examined, and this person 

was identified as moderately c lose to the self. A person of moderate c loseness was 

selected because participants were not expected to have too much information to 

consider, nor too little information to care when making a cho ice for them. Choos ing for 

a moderately c lose other did not appear to cause self-regulation resource depletion in 

the current study. However, it is possible that choosing for a c lose relationship partner 

may result in self-regulation resource depletion. 
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Resea rch shows that the accuracy of predicting others' thoughts is best when 

people are in a c lose relationship than when they do not know each other (Thomas & 

Fletcher, 2003). In addit ion, someone who is very c lose to the self should be 

represented by an elaborate cognitive structure as many exper iences with that person 

likely provide much information for encoding. The S A D model of socia l prediction 

(Karniol, 2003) quali f ies general statements about choosing for others by stating that 

the p rocesses of identifying c lose versus non-c lose others' preferences are qualitatively 

different. W h e n faced with a choice for c lose others, the theory posits that the process 

is very similar to the two-step model used when choosing for the self. It will be important 

for future research to examine the effects of choosing for others of var ious degrees of 

c loseness to the self. A s people choose for others who become increasingly c loser to 

the self, it is conceivab le that self-regulation resource deplet ion will increase as well. 

Finally, while there is merit in investigating cultural di f ferences, relying on cultural 

background to differentiate between participants introduces a host of extraneous 

differences between groups in addition to other-orientation. Obtaining a clearer 

differentiation between groups should be an objective for future research, perhaps by 

specif ical ly priming interdependence. One advantage of priming is the ability to specify 

the precise variable influencing self-regulation resource deplet ion: interdependence. In 

addition, manipulating other-orientation would prevent the loss of valuable data, s ince 

many people who do not fit into dominant cultural groups are exc luded from analyses. 

Conc lus ion 

These f indings show that among European-Canad ians , choosing for the self, but 

not choosing for others, drains psychological resources. Peop le from individualistic 

cultures may tie their s e n s e s of self to the cho ices they make in their daily l ives. 

Deliberating and choos ing among options may highlight an uncomfortable void in self-
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knowledge, and perhaps an opportunity to enhance the self. Reso lv ing self-knowledge 

and ensuring that cho ices reflect positively on the self may be two aspects of choice for 

the self that lead to self-regulation resource depletion. Choos ing for others may leave 

self-regulation resources intact because the self is not as involved with the choice. 

Making cho ices is a common behavior in North Amer ican society. Peop le are 

faced with more and more options every day for everything from cell phone service 

plans to jam flavors. The effect that making these cho ices has on one 's psychological 

resources s e e m s to differ depending on who will exper ience the outcome. W h e n the 

self, but not s o m e o n e e lse , is at stake, the act of making cho ices every day may take on 

a particularly important meaning, draining precious psychologica l resources in the 

process. 
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Footnote 
1 In interdependent cultures, the ingroup-outgroup distinction has important 

psychological implications (Markus & Ki tayama, 1991; Tr iandis, 1995). It is plausible 

that people from interdependent cultures may be expected to have more elaborate 

knowledge structures for ingroup members of var ious degrees of c loseness to the self, 

relative to outgroup members . The moderately c lose others examined in this study can 

be counted among ingroup members (e.g., friend, uncle). By virtue of their ingroup 

status, making cho ices for these moderately c lose others should be perceived as an 

important charge that has s o m e implications for one 's s u c c e s s as a member of 

interdependent cultures. Nonethe less, choosing for intimate others should be a more 

important task than choos ing for moderately c lose others in both cultures. The 

importance and intimate nature of the c lose relationship should demand a lengthy 

search of the elaborate cognit ive structure, as well as heighten the investment in 

selecting the best outcome, regardless of culture. 
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Table 1 

Summary Statistics as a Function of Choice Task and Cultural Background 

34 

Cultural Background 

Cho ice Task Total European-Canad ian As ian -Canad ian 

Choos ing for Sel f 

M 20.00a 20.58! 19.57! 

SD 9.00 11.22 9.00 

N 48 20 28 

Choos ing for Other 

M 22.94b 26.492 20.28! 

SD 11.26 12.81 9.36 

N 42 18 24 

No Cho ice 

M 22.81b 25.302 20.82! 

SD 10.38 10.67 9.91 

N 45 20 25 

Means with different subscr ipts in the same ser ies significantly differ from each other, p 

< .05. 

NB: These numbers reflect the raw data, without covar iates; however, noted significant 

differences reflect adjustments for covariates. Covar ia tes entered in ana lyses were 

positive affect, t ime spent on the choice task, and a measure of math training. 
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