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ABSTRACT 
 

The role of desire in the prediction of future actions in general is in current 

psychological literature commonly limited to emotional/motivational processes. 

Furthermore, the influence of desire on actual behavior is predominantly understood as 

an energizer of deliberative processes, and considered to be mediated by intentional and 

planned mechanisms (Perugini & Bagozzi, 2004). Consequently, this conceptualization 

has contributed to downplaying the importance of desire in influencing important 

behavioral decisions. The aim of the present paper is to argue that appetitive desires play 

an important role in formation of resistant-to-change behaviors. The suggestion is that the 

cooperative function of desires, automaticity, and explicit cognitions play a major role in 

self-regulation, stimulating the development of both self-defeating (e.g. giving in to 

temptation) and self-protective (e.g. resisting temptation) strategies. Thus, the main goal 

is to propose a theoretical model which includes the joint effects of desire, automaticity 

and cognitive processes on self-regulatory failures in relation to addictive behavioral 

patterns. The present work might also shed some light on the concurrent/competing 

propositions and ongoing debate concerning determinants of human action in general 

(e.g. automatic versus deliberative approaches to decision making).  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The concept of desire is intuitive and unproblematic in everyday communication. 

Traditionally, this concept is closely associated with motivational processes which aim to 

explain the reasons for particular actions. However, the understanding of how exactly desire 

is related to human functioning varies considerably across different traditions and theorists. 

Historically, a number of philosophers perceived desire as an essential motivational process 

which together with beliefs forms reason (Hume 1740/1967, Hobbes 1651/1996, Plato, 380 

BC/ 2006; Donaldson, 1963), while other traditions were more negative, associating desire 

with a threat to adaptive functioning (e.g. Buddhism or Psychoanalysis). Either way, it is 

evident that the overall interest in desire as an important energy which influences human 

motivation and behavior is easily detectable in the history of human thinking. It is therefore 

surprising that the interest in the role of desire in the prediction of future actions is relatively 

low in current psychological literature. Furthermore, the employment of desire is commonly 

limited to the pre-decisional phase in which different courses of action are considered without 

taking into account the feasibility aspects and realistic possibilities of behavioral actions. One 

noticeable exception is the work of Bagozzi and colleagues (Bagozzi, 1992; Perugini & 

Bagozzi, 2001; 2004; Perugini & Conner, 2000). This line of research has over the years 

consistently argued that the concept of desire (1) is conceptually complex and poorly 

explored, (2) should be conceptually and empirically discriminated from the concept of 

behavioral intentions, and (3) should be included as an additional predictor in leading models 

of human motivation and action.  

The aim of the current analysis is to build further on these suggestions and argue that the 

dominant tendency in contemporary psychological theories to view cognition as a sole source 

of successful self-regulation, and emotion or the notion of automaticity as a main source of 

self-regulatory failure, is too simplistic and precludes the development of theoretical 

propositions which might integrate these processes into one theoretical framework. More 

specifically, the purpose of the current analysis is the attempt to raise doubt that (1) 

automaticity or emotionally-based urges alone can account for the stability of unhealthy 

behavioral patterns, (2) rationality as expressed in strategic planning and future orientation is 

a strong enough process to overcome inflammatory urges, desires, and temptations, and (3) 

automaticity and explicit cognitive functioning are theoretical counterparts which preclude 

each other in relation to behavioral performances. As an alternative, the proposition is made 

which suggests that desire-based processes, supported by automatic actions, can over time be 

transformed into cognitively-based processes which in turn might cause self-regulatory 

failures in relation to addictive behaviors (Kovač, Rise, & Moan, 2010). In the present view, 

self-regulation failure is caused by the joint contributions of automaticity, emotion, and 

explicit cognitions, and this combination is taken to ―fuel‖ the development of both self-

defeating (e.g. giving in to temptation) and self-protective (e.g. resisting temptation) 

strategies. Taking into consideration that there are multiple possible approaches to accounts 

of self-regulatory failures (Vohs & Baumeister, 2011), the present contribution will 

exclusively focus on the role of the abovementioned processes in relation to self-regulatory 

efforts characteristic for addictive behaviors. These behaviors commonly involve 

motivational conflicts and internal struggles in form of opposing actions where people might 
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have equally strong desires to continue to do something and to stop doing the very same 

thing.  

The chapter is organized in the following manner. The first two sections contain 

descriptions of the so-called social cognition models with a particular focus on the concept of 

desire in motivation and self-regulation. The third section provides a description of and a 

rationale for choosing to focus exclusively on the aspect of self-regulation which involves a 

conflict between two opposing choices and/or actions. In the fourth section, the theoretical 

focus is widened and centers on propositions which focus on the role of desires, impulses or 

urges in self-regulatory failure and proposed strategies for overcoming these challenges. 

Finally, the concept of mental constructions (Kovač & Rise, 2008; Kovač, Rise, & Moan, 

2010) is introduced and outlined. The final sections also specify the relations between 

appetitive desires, automaticity, and explicit cognitive processes (i.e. MCs). 

 

 

DESIRE AND MOTIVATION: THE PREVAILING  

TENDENCIES IN THE FIELD OF HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY 
 

The importance of desire in the leading theoretical models on decision making in the field 

of health psychology is clearly underappreciated. For example, the theory of planned behavior 

(TPB) (Ajzen, 1991), arguably the most widely applied theoretical model of cognitive 

antecedents of human actions and as such fairly representative for models which outline a 

deliberative-normative route of decision making, does not mention desire at all. The basic 

reasoning of the TPB is historically related to the popular and widely used expectancy-values 

approaches, and the lasting interest in psychology in the role of attitudes in prediction of 

behavior. According to the TPB, the most important determinant of volitional behavior is 

one‘s intention to perform that behavior. Intention, which requires motivation to engage in 

behavior, is determined by three constructs: attitudes (positive or negative evaluations), 

subjective norms (approval and disapproval by respected individuals), and perception of 

control (PBC; belief that enactment of behavior is achievable). Historically, the TPB 

represents an extension of the theory of reasoned action (TRA; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) by 

including perceptions of control over behavioral performance as an additional predictor of 

intention and behavior. The inclusion of PBC is important because it expands the 

applicability of the TPB to attainment of complex and difficult goals which are dependent on 

the actor‘s perceptions that a specific action is within control. However, PBC is only assumed 

to predict behavior directly if perceptions of control are accurate, i.e., if it reflects actual 

control over the behavior.  

Although broadly applied, the TPB is only one of several similar models representing the 

social cognition approach to understanding of health behaviors (Conner & Norman, 2005). 

Apart from the TPB there exist a number of alternative models which either (1) expand this 

model by including additional variables, (2) are similar to the TPB in terms of underlying 

logic, or (3) suggest the existence of fundamentally different mechanisms of the decision- 

making process. However, very few of them include desire. For example, in terms of 

additional concepts which aim to extend the basic TPB model, recent meta-analyses have 

predominantly focused on cognitive variables such as descriptive norms (Rivis & Sheeran, 

2004), anticipated regret (Sandberg & Conner, 2008) and self-identity (Rise, Sheeran & 
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Hukkelberg, 2010). Thus, the alternative social cognition models virtually all, yet to a varying 

degree, share a common underlying logic with the TPB, highlighting the role of rationality 

and deliberation at the expense of desire-based motivations (see Conner & Norman, 2005). 

As noted earlier, the exception is the work of Bagozzi and colleagues who argue that 

empirical research should discriminate between desire and intention based on the idea that the 

theoretical components of the TPB do not explicitly include the motivation to act. The 

argument is that evaluative appraisals in terms of attitudes, perceived control, and perceived 

social influence merely provide reasons to act but fail to address personal motivational 

commitments to act. Following this line of thinking, the TPB components are taken to be 

reason-based judgments or evaluations of future actions and as such lack motivational energy 

in order to ―move‖ the individual in a specific direction (e.g. Perugini & Bagozzi, 2004). For 

instance, a passionate smoker or notorious alcoholic may very well agree that quitting is a 

good idea, and perceive a pressure to do so from persons close to them, and even feel capable 

of quitting, but nevertheless lack the desire to do so. It follows that intention implies desire, 

while desire does not necessarily imply intention (Bagozzi, 1992; Perugini & Bagozzi, 2004). 

Several studies across different contexts have supported the role of desire as an additional 

predictor in the TPB (Bagozzi & Kimmel, 1995; Leone, Perugini & Ercolani, 1999; 2004). 

This line of research indicates that desire also mediates most of the effects of the TPB 

components on intention (Perugini & Bagozzi, 2001; Leone, Perugini, & Ercolani, 2004; 

Taylor, Bagozzi, & Gaither, 2005; Bagozzi, Dholakia, & Basuroy, 2003; Shaw, Shiu, Hassan, 

Bekin, & Hogg, 2007).  

The situation is even more complicated when it comes to the suggestion of fundamentally 

different mechanisms than those proposed by deliberative paradigm. For example, a number 

of theorists have suggested that past behavioral patterns reflecting automaticity and habits 

should be included in decision-making models (see Verplanken & Arts, 1999). An 

automaticity paradigm, which is perhaps one of the fastest growing ideas in the field of 

psychology, has over the past three decades been at the center of an on-going debate 

concerning the competing role of deliberative versus automatic processes in understanding 

human motivation and actions (Ajzen, 2002). The central problem seems to be that intentional 

and habitual actions represent two opposite aspects of human functioning, and some theorists 

have even suggested that these concepts are in effect counterparts (Triandis, 1977). This 

poses a theoretical challenge of operationalizing and integrating past behavior in normative 

decision-making models (Klöckner, Matthies, & Hunecke, 2003). In order to address these 

issues, Verplanken and colleagues (Verplanken & Orbell, 2003; Verplanken, 2006) have 

recently developed an independent measure of habit, persuasively arguing that the concept of 

habit possesses distinct mental qualities which are more than just a reflection of behavioral 

frequency. The argument is that habit is a distinct psychological construct defined as ―learned 

sequences of acts that have become automatic responses to specific cues, and are functional 

in obtaining certain goals or end-states‖ (Verplanken & Arts, 1999, pp. 104.). This 

conceptualization of habits is predominantly based on the automaticity paradigm where the 

links between specific environmental cues and human responses are established over time and 

triggered automatically in the form of habitual actions (Bargh, 1996). However, similarly to 

deliberative – normative path of decision making, the automaticity paradigm seems to fail to 

include the concept of desire in its accounts of motivation.  

In sum, it is fairly clear that the role of desire as a central psychological process within 

the motivational phase of the decision-making process has, with certain exceptions, been 
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markedly underexplored. One possible explanation for this general lack of interest in the 

concept of desire might be related to the established theoretical premise in contemporary 

literature that desire is either conceptually similar to behavioral intentions (Fishbein 

&Stasson, 1990) or implied in the TPB components (Ajzen, 1991). However, this is 

surprising taking into consideration that strong desires clearly imply eagerness to perform 

behavior, and such ―energy‖ might be complementary to deliberative processes (Perugini & 

Bagozzi, 2004). 

 

 

DESIRE AND SELF-REGULATION: THE PREVAILING  

TENDENCIES IN THE FIELD OF HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY 
 

An individual‘s ability to make long-term plans based on motivation to improve his/her 

condition through making an evaluation of his/her present situation represents a vital human 

survival skill. However, the struggle between opposing desires, the construction of long-term 

plans and accumulation of motivations to pursue more sensible choices represents only a half-

way point toward goal achievement (Webb & Sheeran, 2006). Thus, an even more important 

aspect in terms of survival is the human ability to find appropriate strategies and means of 

achieving their planned goals. Based on this division, contemporary research suggests that 

there is a qualitative difference between processes dominating the motivational phase and 

those guiding actions toward selected goals (Gollwitzer, 1993, 1999; Armor & Taylor, 2003, 

Brandstätter & Frank, 2002). This idea implies that there is a continuum starting from the 

desires/wishes about various courses of action (motivational phase), to goal selection 

(decision formation), and ultimately to goal realization (action phase). It is now widely 

accepted in contemporary psychology that each of these steps is produced and influenced by 

different internal processes. Research consistently shows that just having a vague sensation 

based on wishful thinking is not enough for people to attain their desired goal unless these 

processes are supported by a combination of strategic planning, automatic actions, and 

personal dispositions (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006). It follows that the action phase 

accentuates the importance of self-regulatory skills which are required for successful goal 

accomplishment (cf. Orbell, 2004; see also Schwarzer, 1992; Sheeran, Milne, Webb, & 

Gollwitzer, 2005). If difficulties emerge, the effort should be increased and strategies should 

be specified in advance in a way which promotes goal completion. Consequently, a number of 

theories which are applied in health behavior research sharply distinguish between a 

motivational phase that culminates in the formation of an intention to initiate a behavioral 

change and a self-regulatory phase in which the translation of the intention into actual 

behavior is enacted (Gollwitzer, 1999; Schwarzer, 1992; Bagozzi, 1992; Mischel, 1996). 

However, it is fair to say that the influence of desire on actual behavior is in the field of 

psychology predominantly understood as an energizer of deliberative processes and 

considered to be mediated by intentional and planned mechanisms (Perugini & Bagozzi, 

2004). Furthermore, it is also relatively easy to see that the beneficial role of various 

cognitive constructs in the self-regulatory phase of goal pursuit is clearly accentuated in 

contemporary theory. For example, action planning refers to the process of linking goal-

directed behaviors to certain environmental cues by specifying when, where, and how to act 

(Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005), and is similar to the concept of implementation 
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intentions (Gollwitzer, 1999). The effect of strategic planning which combines contextual 

features of behavior, memory accessibility for intended courses of action, and if-then 

automatic responses have been found to have a medium to great effect on a variety of 

behavioral outcomes (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006). Similarly, coping planning, which refers 

to a self-regulatory strategy shielding the person from potential distractions, temptations, and 

other anticipated risk situations (Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2006) has also been found 

to be effective in maintaining behavioral consistency over a wide range of behaviors ( Scholz, 

Schüz, Ziegelmann, Lippke, & Schwarzer, 2008; van Osch, Lechner, Reubsaet, Wigger, & de 

Vries, 2008). The third relevant process for upholding behavioral stability refers to action 

control which constitutes the overall self-monitoring process supervising the self-regulatory 

process and if necessary initiates actions to reduce the discrepancy between intended and 

accomplished goals (Carver & Scheier, 1998). In addition to these, a general repertoire of 

cognitive skills and resourcefulness is expected to increase the chances that individuals will 

exert self-control when a tempting situation arises (Rosenbaum, 1990). These cognitive 

strategies are supposed to influence subsequent behavioral performances by mediating and 

moderating the effect of behavioral intentions on behavior and by having a direct effect (see 

Gollwitzer, Fujita, & Oettingen, 2004; see also Norman & Conner, 2005). The only 

suggestion where desires play a noticeable role in the self-regulation phase is again visible in 

the work of Bagozzi and colleagues (Bagozzi, Dholakia, & Basuroy, 2003). This group of 

researchers has proposed a model where a novel concept of implementation desire functions 

as a mediator between behavioral intentions and implementation intentions. Thus, whereas 

(goal) desires in the motivational phase are supposed to motivate selection of end states, the 

concept of implementation desires are seen as energizers of the self-regulatory phase where 

the selected choices must be realized in an efficient manner (see also Perugini & Bagozzi, 

2004).  

In sum, it is fair to say that apart from the work of Bagozzi and colleagues, the inclusion 

of desire in the self-regulatory phase is practically non-existent in contemporary psychology. 

This is not surprising taking into consideration that desire or desire-like processes are also 

hardly mentioned in relation to the motivational or pre-decisional phase. The leading models 

in the field clearly hold the view that cognition, as expressed in rationality and strategic 

deliberation, are the principal mechanisms which promote successful goal achievement, and 

this is seemingly done at the expense of affective processes. Indeed, a number of theorists 

(Fujita, Trope, Liberman, & Levin-Sagi, 2006; Ainslie, 2001; Rachlin, 2000; Baumeister, 

Heatherton, & Tice, 1994; Carver & Scheier, 1998) in one way or another have over the years 

suggested that elevated levels of abstract thinking tend to activate cognition, consequently 

promoting self-regulation. The idea is that an increased amount of reason, which favors the 

selection of long-range beneficial outcomes, and planning, which increases the chances of 

attaining long-range outcomes, are the processes which will eventually prevent performance 

of self-destructive actions. People are thus seen as motivated actors who guide their behavior 

based on intentional and planned actions, i.e. actions are guided by reasons where the role of 

desire is minimal (Ajzen, 1991; Schwarzer, 1992). 

 

 

 



  Pairing Incompatibles 61 

SELF-REGULATION AND CONFLICTING SITUATIONS 
 

While the field of self-regulation is impressively huge and still developing, it is 

fortunately reasonably well organized (Vohs & Baumeister, 2011). Consequently, researchers 

have the possibility to limit their analysis to special cases of self-regulation. In this section, 

the specific self-regulatory situations on which the present analysis is built are presented 

along with the rationales for making these choices.  

The behavioral inconsistency in relation to previously made plans and intentions is in the 

literature often referred to as a motivational conflict (Ainslie, 2001; Rachlin, 2000). This 

conflict could be described as a final stage of the prolonged state of ambivalence which 

frequently results in the firm decision to quit drug-related activities after a long user history. 

A belief in the form of an anticipatory expectancy is created which indicates that an 

alternative way of life will improve the life conditions in general. Consequently, actors form 

an intention to pursue a drug-free life in the future. However, it is a well-known fact of life 

that these mixes of optimistic desires, plans, and intentions are unstable, i.e. people often fail 

to act on their intentions (Sheeran, 2000). Such internal struggle in terms of opposing 

behavioral choices which persist over time offers per definition two fundamentally different 

courses of actions. This situation commonly implies the existence of two parallel processes, 

namely the desire to stop doing/feeling/thinking something and the urge/desire to continue in 

the very same manner. The internal struggle or conflict of opposing forces (desires, emotions 

and thoughts) which pull or push an individual in one direction or another is certainly not a 

new subject in psychological literature. The motivational duality which underlines this 

reasoning is a well-known subject, dear to ancient philosophies from east to west, and there is 

a long list of philosophers and writers who have been fascinated by this theme throughout 

history. Moreover, the idea can be detected in the philosophies of Buddhism, Taoism and 

Platonism, as well as being more figuratively described in myths and stories about crossroads 

and choices between tempting alternatives (e.g. tempting voices of sirens). Popular 

dramatizations of internal conflicts are frequently presented as a quarrel between angel-like 

and devil-like creatures standing on the shoulders of the confused actor and persuading him, 

with equally strong arguments, to enact a particular behavior. Ordinarily, the proffered 

courses of action represent choices between short-term pleasures and long-term benefits. 

Regrettably, this temporal conflict is often resolved in favor of the short-term goals where 

people often give in to the temptation of immediate gratification and exhibit weakness of will 

(Ainslie, 2001). In a certain amount of the philosophical literature, this situation is analyzed 

by re-introducing the distinction between appetitive desires (i.e. desire to enjoy something 

without having clear reasons for this particular choice) and volitional desires (i.e. 

manifestations of will usually with clear reasons for this particular choice) (Davis, 1984). 

Volition desire is a motivational state of mind which fosters self-regulation processes in the 

sense that the actor reacts to the present unsatisfactory state of affairs and desires to alter the 

very premises of its own existence. This self-regulative desire emerges as a general cognitive-

emotional orientation which attempts to alter or constrain the present self-destructive patterns 

of behavior. Volitional desires are per definition based on reasons and rationality and 

represent a combination of wishful and willful thinking which paves the ground for the 

development of the specific intentions and planning strategies. Regrettably, the desires of 

―will‖ are usually directed toward intangible and abstract goals which are quite uncertain and 
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delayed. In contrast to volitional desire, appetitive desire is very much concrete and 

conceptually related to states such as yearning, longing, and hungering. Thus, appetitive 

desire refers to consumption of concrete things or involvement in short-term goals with 

pleasurable consequences, manifesting itself in tangible objects or well- defined behaviors 

which produce immediate, concrete, and usually pleasurable results and emotional feedback. 

Because of interest in short-term goals, rationality (i.e. not based on reasons), values, and 

norms are not major components of the behaviors produced by appetitive desires. However, 

this term is not limited to a desire to actually consume various products, but is to be 

understood in a wider sense as a concept which denotes mental states associated with a direct 

sense of pleasure or general satisfaction. Davis (1984) argues that although volitional and 

appetitive desires are different mental states, they are nevertheless related. Of particular 

interest for the purpose of the present analysis are situations where volitional and appetitive 

desire are focused on the same behavior (e.g. I have a desire to drink alcohol / I have a desire 

not to drink alcohol), or when the volitional desire (I should exercise more) comes as a 

reaction to appetites (I drink too much alcohol). This implies that there is a qualitative 

difference between desires which lead to two clear and opposing behavioral choices and 

straightforward desires which are not disturbed by a competitive course of action. Thus, there 

is a difference between ―simple‖ everyday desires/intentions where Person A intends to do 

Action X for the sake of Action X, and the internal struggle where Person A intends to do 

Action X only in order to prevent or reduce the impact of the undesirable, yet tempting, 

Action Y. The main difference is that straightforward desires are commonly based on either 

personal motivation or the desirability of the goal itself, e.g. I like to exercise / exercising is 

good for me, or I should take a breast screening test / taking this test is a smart thing to do. In 

these examples there exist no clearly defined competitive actions to interfere, ―only‖ common 

laziness, lack of motivation, practical obstacles, restricted ability for future orientation, and 

many similar accounts. Thus, the achievement of these goals represents predominantly a 

straightforward process which ranges from abstract ideas about the desirability of various 

goals to specific self-regulatory acts leading directly to the accomplishment of that goal 

(Gollwitzer, 1999; Schwarzer, 1992). In these situations, detailed planning concepts should 

work. Contrastingly, situations in which people are faced with choices between two 

behavioral outcomes which directly work against each other clearly require more effort in 

terms of self-regulation. A typical example for this behavioral conundrum is an addictive 

struggle where people per definition are forced to choose between doing the ―right‖ (smart) 

thing and not doing the ―wrong‖ (stupid) thing at the same time. However, the problem often 

arises where doing the right thing, e.g. exercising or eating healthily, while certainly useful, 

do not preclude doing a ―wrong‖ thing e.g. smoking a cigarette or having a drink. It follows 

that there is a sharp distinction between occasional self-regulatory failures where people 

exhibit ―weakness of the will‖, give in to temptations, and pursue smaller, faster rewards, and 

the constant urge/desire to perform two clearly defined opposing courses of action, one 

leading to immediate gratification and the other to more reasonable, though delayed, 

consequences. In contrast to the simple and sporadic malfunctions of ordinary, everyday 

responsibilities, human self-regulatory striving in relation to addictive-alike situations is a 

matter of complex ambivalence in which the actor is faced with the challenge of balancing 

two different processes at the same time (Rachlin, 2000). The former process concerns the 

effort to establish appropriate actions which will eventually result in permanent abstention. 

This is usually achieved by attempts to establish a new, healthier behavioral pattern, i.e. 
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changing eating habits, starting to exercise, avoiding places associated with unwanted 

activities, etc. As noted, this process is in contemporary psychology well elaborated, 

reasonably understood, and given full research attention. However, before launching 

deliberative actions which lead to a new and healthier lifestyle, people must also deal with 

some ―unfinished business‖ in terms of their previously established addictive-alike behavioral 

pattern (De Ridder & Kuijer, 2006). Thus, the second process concerns the challenge to 

control desires, urges and impulses which are activated when the object of desire is 

immediately present. The process of pursuing regrettable courses of action, although certainly 

acknowledged in literature (Ainslie, 2001; Mischel, 1996; Wagner & Heatherton, 2011; 

Fishbach & Converse, 2011; Sayette & Griffin, 2011), is still nevertheless underdeveloped 

and not well understood.  

The consequence of not sufficiently understanding or acknowledging the difference 

between an individual‘s deliberative efforts to establish a new healthier behavioral pattern and 

the continuation process containing mechanisms which perpetuate self-destructive 

performances, is that self-regulatory efforts are often defined as: ―I should exercise more in 

order to stop smoking, drinking, or even lose weight‖. The problem is that although exercise 

is certainly beneficial, it probably has little direct effect on the strength of the pre-existing 

―hot‖ representations of the desired object (Mischel & Ayduk, 2002). In simple terms, 

although eating is important for weight control, the primary aim is to eat moderately and 

healthy. Hence, establishing a new behavioral pattern as exerciser does not prevent processes 

which are established between the person and the desired behavior/object to become 

activated, often in an inflammatory manner, at some point in time when the opportunity is 

available. This implies that fundamentally different psychological mechanisms are at work 

when people attempt to establish new behaviors that will hopefully result in an improvement 

in their general well-being, and when they try to avoid a well-established and defined goal, 

e.g. smoke a cigarette or eat high-fat food. The proposition for the existence of two sets of 

psychological processes is logical, considering that the goal of the quitting process and the 

goal associated with the continuing process are clearly incompatible in terms of reciprocal 

influence (Rachlin, 2000). For instance, the goal of the quitting process, e.g. a healthier 

lifestyle, is usually abstract, ill-defined, highly uncertain and not directly dependent on one 

specific action in terms of causality. In contrast, the goal of the continuation process, e.g. 

smoking a cigarette, is usually concrete, proximal, certain, and produces direct desired 

consequences in terms of effect. Thus, the fundamental difference between the quitting 

process and continuation process indicates the possibility that there are two distinct types of 

self-regulation involved in the process of health behavioral change (De Ridder & Kuijer, 

2006).  

 

 

SELF-REGULATION AND STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH 

INFLAMMATORY DESIRES 
 

As noted, although there is no sharp distinction in the literature between the processes 

underlying self-regulation in relation to straightforward strategic planning and self-regulation 

in relation to coping with opposing appetitive and volitional desires, it is important to note 

that a number of theorists have nevertheless been concerned with specific situations which 
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involve resisting temptation in general (Wagner & Heatherton, 2011; Fishbach & Converse, 

2011) and in relation to addiction in specific (Sayette & Griffin, 2011). For example, Ainslie 

(2001) argues that resisting temptation with rationality and strong will are not inborn 

qualities, but can be acquired over time. People possess an inherent tendency to be sensitized 

to different systems of values, e.g. long-range vs. short-range. According to Ainslie (2001), 

each action is a choice, and a choice is not an isolated action in the sense that every choice 

has its impact on future-related choices. The will is created by the perception of impulse-

related choices as precedents for similar choices in future. A number of related actions, united 

by a common goal, create a unifying theme, a rule-based behavior on the premises of which 

every next choice from the same category is judged. The problem with self-regulation is that 

the value of the desired reward increases drastically as the time of the choice approaches, 

leading to inconsistent behavior. Ainslie‘s recommendation is that people should enter into a 

contract with their own motivational states (―selves‖), negotiate and hopefully cooperate. This 

cognitive transformation is based on category-based thinking, a set of personal rules which 

―bundle‖ separate and interrelated choices into one greater pattern.
1
 However, simple insight 

or knowledge is not enough; rather, what is needed is an active reorganization of beliefs 

associated with the tempting outcomes. In order to achieve control over their own actions, an 

individual must realize that submitting to the desired temptation at once increases the 

possibility that he/she will prefer to make the same choice when a similar situation is 

encountered in future. That is, the initial problem is that impulse-based behavior (one 

cigarette or one drink) is not perceived as a category, while long-term beneficial behavior 

(health) is. There is an imperative that one must ―bundle‖ impulsive choices in packages and 

perceive them as categories (sickness, bad health). In a moment of weakness, the individual 

hopefully does not perceive an action as an isolated incident, e.g. smoking one cigarette. 

He/she perceives and hence compares an abstract category, e.g. bad health, with another 

abstract category, e.g. good health. Since behavioral alternatives are based on a choice 

between actions with different abstraction levels (e.g. cigarette vs. health) they should be 

equalized in ―size‖ in order to be meaningfully compared. Consequently, beliefs might alter 

perceptions and force us to see above and beyond our immediate desires and choose the 

behavior with long-term positive consequences.
2
  

This idea which in essence suggests that self-regulation is enhanced when perception of 

impulsive actions is elevated or transformed in terms of cognitive abstraction is highly visible 

in the work of Mischel and colleagues. The delay of gratification paradigm has over the years 

demonstrated that the ways in which individuals mentally represent rewards are more 

important for delaying gratification than the objective value of the rewards themselves 

(Mischel, 1974, 1996). More recently, these ideas have been incorporated into a larger 

theoretical framework in order to account for the processes underlying temporal discounting 

(Ainslie, 2001). According to the Cognitive Affective Personality System model (CAPS), 

personality is viewed as a ―dynamic system - an organized network of interconnected 

cognitions and affects that are activated in response to particular situations in stable patterns 

that characterize the individual‖ (Mischel & Ayduk, 2002, p. 114). This idea aims to 

integrate various attention processes and different modes of information processing along 

                                                           
1 

The idea of personal rules is in one or another form also proposed by several other theorists (―bracketing‖, see 

Read et. al., 1999; or ―temporal patterning‖ – Rachlin, 2000). 
2
 This idea is also echoed in Baumeister et al., 1994 (―transcendental view‖) and Mischel, 1996 (―psychological 

distance‖). 
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with a possible link to neuroscience and brain structures.
3
 The central feature of the CAPS 

theory is the existence of two distinct and interactive systems: the ―hot‖ system which is 

based on emotional processing and the ―cool‖ system which is cognitively oriented (Metcalfe 

& Mischel, 1999). The hot system is an amygdale-based ―go‖ system which is mainly 

emotional, simple, reflexive, fast, and under stimulus control. While this processing is 

inactive at birth, it develops in early childhood (around the age of four). The cool system is a 

hippocampus and frontal lobe-based ―know‖ system which is mainly cognitive, complex, 

reflective and slow. The complexity of the cool system increases with age and learning, and 

this elaboration facilitates the ability to delay gratification. The interaction of these two 

systems produces mental representations and behavioral patterns which are both cognitive 

and emotional. The hot and cool systems consist of cognitive-affective units. The cognitive 

(nodes) and emotional (spots) units are related to each other through links that can vary in 

strength dependent on previous activation, and they can also be excitatory and inhibitory. Hot 

spots do not connect to each other, while the majority of the cool nodes are considered to be 

highly interconnected. According to CAPS, some nodes are more chronically activated than 

others. Activation of the hot and cool units can be accomplished either by external salient 

elements residing in the environment or situation or by internally activated cognitions and 

emotions. Activation of the cool node which has a direct connection with a corresponding hot 

spot may result in motivation and action. In other words, thinking about the object or 

behavior of desire may activate emotion and consequently action. The notion that the number 

of cool nodes is larger than the number of hot spots is a critical point in the CAPS model: 

Activation of such extra cool nodes which do not have a direct link with hot spots, but are 

indirectly connected to them through other cool nodes, is essential for successful self-

regulation. Specific situations activate specific and characteristic patterns of interrelated units 

(nodes and spots). When specific situations are repeated over time, a consolidated pattern of 

behavior is established and transferred to new or similar situations. Involving a large number 

of cognitive nodes is supposed to increase the complexity of abstract and cognitive thinking, 

and may consequently guide behavior from inflammatory desires and impulsive states 

towards more passive and behavioral-delay states. In sum, Mischel‘s basic suggestion is that 

specific situations tend to activate characteristic patterns of interrelated mental units, i.e. 

people enter various situations and interact with the environment with varying degrees of 

mental readiness. Consequently, successful self-regulation rests on the ability to enter future 

situations with an altered set of cognitions and emotions that modify the intimate relation 

between the person and the object in question. 

Another theoretical framework which also underlines the effects of abstract thinking on 

subsequent actions is the Action Identification Theory (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987, 1989; 

Vallacher & Kaufman, 1996). According to this account, people can perform the same action 

and yet differ in their personal definition and understanding of the given behavior. The theory 

holds that there is a natural movement upward towards higher abstraction levels. For instance, 

if a person smokes extensively over a long period of time, there is a possibility that the act of 

smoking will be transformed into a stable cognitive-emotional representation of smoking. 

These mental representations tend to define the relation between the person and the activity 

(object) above the immediate behavioral characteristics such as frequency and automatic 

                                                           
3
 For conceptually related reasoning see Cognitive-Experiential Self-Theory of Personality (Epstein & Pacini, 1999; 

2001). 
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responses, or reasoned action components such as attitudes or norms. Wegner and colleagues 

(Wegner, Vallacher, & Dizadji, 1989) suggest ―that mental representations accompany all 

action, serve to instigate the action in a particular direction, and are used as points of 

reference for the continued maintenance of the action” (pp. 198). They further argue that the 

cognitive processes underlying self-control of addictive behaviors can be understood through 

the nature of the cognitive or mental representations of the behavior in question.  

And finally, the Personality Systems Interaction theory of Kuhl (2000) also illuminates 

the difference between deliberative strategic processes and internal struggles with temptation. 

According to Kuhl (2000), there are two distinct modes of volitional processes towards goal 

achievement, namely self-control and self-regulation. The deliberate-normative path seems to 

correspond to self-control constituting a conscious process directed towards goal maintenance 

in which an on-going intention is protected from competing alternatives but not yet supported 

by the self. In the self-control mode, deliberative processing is employed in order to reduce 

the risk that an alternative course of action might endanger intentional processes. In this 

mode, the actor‘s cognitive-emotional repertoire is the target of self-regulation. Contrastingly, 

self-regulation constitutes an unconscious process directed towards self-maintenance. The 

self-regulation mode is comprised of the cognitive-motivational processes which do not 

shield - but rather support - the performance of the chosen action. It is a more intimate and 

personalized form of self-regulation where the actor‘s cognitions and emotions have an active 

role in the process of goal pursuit. Thus, the actor‘s cognitive-emotional repertoire is the 

agent of self-regulation. In the case of strong appetites, a well-developed previous addictive 

history might directly evoke or support the unwanted behavior and bypass the deliberative 

path in terms of planned actions to stop. The efforts at self-control which are designed to 

carry out the planned behavior might be vulnerable and sabotaged by the strength of the 

processes underlying the tempting course of action. In other words, if the processes which 

sustain appetites could be altered, the quitting process would be less demanding.  

In sum, the common theoretical ground for these ideas is the observation that the 

cognitive ability to value larger delayed rewards is somehow crippled or decelerated by the 

presence of predominantly automatic and emotional processes which accentuate the value of 

immediately available smaller rewards. For instance, Ainslie (2001) states that the human 

mind is a population of reward-seeking processes with a continuous battle between short-

range and long-range reward systems. Consequently, behavioral self-control is the result of 

the cognitive ability/effort to perceive single actions as expressions of the larger underlying 

pattern. Similarly, Mischel perceives behavior as a rivalry among multiple, competing and 

potentially mutually exclusive behaviors, so that the behavior with the highest level of 

activation becomes displayed (Shoda & Mischel, 1998). Mischel (1996), Ainslie (2001) as 

well as Vallacher and Wegner (1987, 1989) jointly speak about the importance of rewards, 

the manner in which they are encoded (hot vs. warm properties; long-range vs. short-range; 

low levels vs. high levels of cognitive abstraction), and the manner in which they are 

presented (real vs. symbolic). Recommended strategies for successful self-regulation in 

general clearly accentuate the role of cognitive processes while indirectly blaming emotion 

and automaticity for failure. For instance, Mischel advocates the importance of attention 

control in various forms, e.g. obscuring or ignoring stimuli, distraction and refraining the 

meaning, which ultimately should result in abstracted mental representations of the desired 

object. In the words of Mischel (Mischel, 1996, pp. 203), it is a path from ―distraction to 

abstraction‖. Similarly, Ainslie (2001) recommends cognitive alteration and bundling of 
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choices in larger chunks where the meaning of single actions is elevated to higher levels of 

cognitive abstraction. That is, people are urged to bundle the values of immediate, rewarding 

behavior in packages in order to achieve meaningful comparison with greater and delayed 

incentives.  

Although presented here in an obviously simplified form, it is relatively clear that the 

majority of the models in the field of psychology celebrate cognition as a protector and 

perceive emotion and automatically learned responses as obstructers. Thus, the common and 

widely accepted view is that cognition is the ―savior‖, and emotion and automaticity the 

―saboteurs‖ of adaptive and future-oriented human action. Although these essentially two-

mode approaches might be true in general, there exists no proposition in current literature to 

my knowledge which considers the possibility that emotion, automaticity, and explicit 

cognitions, traditionally understood as opposites, might actually work together and jointly 

provide an account of behavioral resistance-to-change which is characteristic for a number of 

addictive actions.  

 

 

AUTOMATICITY AS AN IMPORTANT ACCOUNT OF  

ADDICTIVE SELF-REGULATORY FAILURE 
 

The starting position for the current analysis is that deliberative efforts (e.g. conscious 

planning to do or not to do something) work in one behavioral direction, while the processes 

which support execution of unhealthy behavioral patterns work in exactly the opposite 

direction. Thus, the key issue is in increased understanding of the processes and mechanisms 

that activate emotional/cognitive combinations, which in turn weaken self-regulatory efforts. 

In this respect, it is evident and rather non-controversial to say that human inability to break 

out of unhealthy behavioral patterns (e.g. addiction) is in the contemporary literature 

predominantly ascribed to the role of automatic and habitual actions in terms of simple 

associative strengths (stimulus-stimulus), rewarding consequences (stimulus-response 

outcome), and habitual responses (automatic reactions) (see West, 2006 for a theoretical 

overview). There is thus an overall consensus in the contemporary literature that 

psychological mechanisms central to addictive behaviors are automatic and occur outside the 

individual‘s introspection and consciousness (McCusker, 2001; Stephens and Marlatt 1987; 

Tiffany 1990; Wiers and Stacy 2006). In general terms, the idea of automatization proposes 

that the pursuit of goals predominantly occurs outside of conscious awareness and cognitive 

guidance (Bargh 1996). With repeated practice, goal representations are reflected in a 

behavioral pattern, which is automatically and habitually activated by the stable features of 

one‘s environment (Fitzsimons & Bargh 2004). In the case of addictive behaviors, it is 

commonly believed that actions are executed with low levels of self-awareness in which the 

presence of explicit cognitions and conscious decision-making are more or less absent. Such 

an approach is perhaps not surprising given that addictive behaviors are generally found to be 

related to biases in attentional and cognitive processing (Ainslie 2001; Waters et al. 2003; 

Bruce & Jones 2006). For instance, the strength of automated processes bypassing conscious 

decision-making is consistently found to be related to a well-established smoking pattern and 

represents a central process in understanding smoking dependence (Waters & Sayette 2006). 

Hence, smoking is traditionally portrayed as an automatic and habitual behavior which is 
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performed with a minimum presence of explicit cognition (Baxter & Hinson 2001). In sum, 

the development of addiction is commonly conceptualized as a ―bottom-up‖ process which is 

partially effortless in the sense that it relies on automaticity, urges, prior knowledge, 

heuristics, stereotypes, expectancies, scripts and schemas. Taking for granted that addiction is 

well understood at ―bottom‖ levels which are dominated by these ―simple‖ mechanisms, the 

logical but often neglected question is, ―To what degree does addiction tend to expand 

upward in terms of explicit cognitive processes?‖ 

 

 

DOES AUTOMATICITY WORK ALONE?:  

DESIRES AND HABITS AS MENTAL CONSTRUCTIONS 
 

As noted, within the socio-cognitive paradigm, including general self-regulation theories, 

the automaticity associated with behavioral performance, habit strength, and/or failure to 

control impulses is typically held responsible for the development of behaviors that are 

resistant to change, e.g., smoking or eating unhealthy food (e.g. Verplanken, Herbadi, Perry, 

& Silvera, 2005). One of the main aims of the present contribution is to raise doubt about the 

idea that automaticity or emotionally-based urges alone can account for the stability of 

unhealthy behavioral patterns. Thus, although the role of habitual and automatic processes is 

unquestionably important in terms of behavioral execution and stability, it does not 

necessarily follow that other processes are not at work when people struggle in relation to 

making opposing behavioral choices.  

At this point, the idea of Mental Constructions
4
 (MCs) as a sum result of the joint 

workings of emotional processes (i.e. appetitive desires) and automatic learned responses (i.e. 

habits) forming stable behavioral expressions may be introduced. The starting position is that 

MCs are a product of appetitive desires as a motivational component in addition to automatic 

and learned behavioral responses, which are executed in effortless manner. In other words, 

desire-based appetites and strong habits represent a serious challenge for self-regulation only 

if supported by mental processes in the form of MCs. It follows that appetitive desires for 

cigarettes, alcohol, sex, gambling or chocolate and other products and activities which are 

commonly appealing to people but not yet incorporated in their behavioral repertoire (i.e. not 

yet learned), cannot be held responsible for self-regulatory failure on their own. Thus, these 

urges are easily dismissed by many people if there exist reasons for refraining from the 

activity. Similarly, over extensive periods of time and under environmental contexts which 

nourish particular appetites, people tend to develop behavioral patterns based on learned 

responses in terms of habit and automaticity. This is a fairly common occurrence, as humans 

possess an inborn tendency for seeking appealing and pleasurable states, and modern 

environmental contexts are overflowing with signs provoking temptation. Therefore, while 

behavioral patterns which are based on appetites coupled with learned automatic responses 

are difficult to break, successful self-regulation is nevertheless achievable in these situations 

in the sense that many people possess a strong will. In other words, quitting appetite-based 

                                                           
4
 This concept was originally termed «Mental Representations» (Kovač & Rise, 2008; Kovač, Rise, & Moan, 2010). 

Recently, we acknowledged that this formulation was unfortunate and decided to presently use ―Mental 

Constructions‖ as better term.  
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habits is not easy, but can nevertheless be achieved if there exist 1) reasons for quitting and 2) 

personal self-regulatory abilities.  

The novel proposition here is that in some cases desires and habits over time jointly 

contribute to the development of MCs of a particular activity or object. The point of departure 

is that an addictive behavioral pattern might, with increasing repetition, increase in levels of 

cognitive abstraction in the sense that people over time become mentally attached to 

particular activities and identify specific behaviors in a more global manner (Wegner, 

Vallacher & Dizadji, 1989). The formation of MCs represents an individually-based 

processing route which develops gradually from simple actions to congruent abstract 

cognitions. Development of MCs (at least when it comes to repetitive behaviors) is a bottom-

up process which starts from simple repetitive actions and develops into a premeditated - yet 

automatically guided - process. It follows that MCs involve conscious processing, planning, 

and, ultimately, making a choice based on the strength of attachments between a person and 

activity/object. In other words, the MCs of smoking or drinking, for instance, apart from 

being automatically evoked by external stimuli and environmental cues, are also to a high 

degree a matter of deliberate processing in the sense that people plan the action sequences 

which eventually lead to execution of this unhealthy behavioral pattern. This feature underlies 

an important theoretical distinction between habitual responses and MCs where the active role 

of conscious processes and premeditated actions for pursuing possibilities for behavioral 

execution is central. In addition, the notion of MCs offers a direct account of self-regulatory 

failure in comparison with previous suggestions (e.g. habits, contextual cues, low future 

orientation, etc.) which merely describe the states of the actor without identifying the 

mechanisms behind these states As such, the present approach is related to the notion of 

excessive appetites (Orford, 2001) which holds that addiction can be seen as a form of strong 

attachment which over time might become so excessive that it affects the individual‘s quality 

of life and level of control over the quitting process. The present conceptualization also 

suggests that behavioral attachments confer meaning for the agents who perform the behavior 

in question (i.e. addicts). In short, the present analysis attempts to portray an image of an 

average addict as a person who knows what he/she is doing and chooses his/her actions based 

on existing cognitive-emotional mind-sets, i.e. MCs of a desired object or behavior. 

It should also be noted that comprehensive and established literature exists on similar 

constructs to MCs which in many ways parallels the present theoretical reasoning. For 

instance, Allport‘s (1937, pp. 150) concept of functional autonomy seems to correspond to the 

present reasoning in relation to addictive behaviors where he notes that: ―In such states of 

drug addiction… there is to be sure a physical craving, but the rhythms of the craving are 

partially acquired and are always accentuated by the mental habits associated with it… The 

habit of smoking is much more than a matter of craving for the specific narcotic effects of 

tobacco…”. Similarly, the early definitions of attitudes as states of ―mental readiness‖ 

(Allport, 1935) and more contemporary research on the same subject (Lord & Lepper, 1999) 

also seem to follow the idea that human responses depend not only on the perceived 

properties of the stimuli or surroundings but also on the subjective representation of that 

stimulus by the person. If the concept/process of MCs is defined in a wider sense, the general 

idea of explicit cognitions based on past experiential patterns which influence current and 

future decisions is also very much detectable in the delay of gratification paradigm (Mischel, 

1996), Action identification theory (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987, 1989; Vallacher & Kaufman, 

1996), the concept of behavioral schemata (Deutsch & Strack, 2006) or associative processing 
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system (Smith & DeCoster, 2000), process of mental simulation (Taylor & Pham, 1996), self-

representations (Harter, 2003), possible selves (Markus & Ruvolo, 1989), schema (Barlett, 

1932), script concept (Abelson, 1981), personal constructs (Kelly, 1955), time perspective 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), implementation intentions (Gollwitzer et al., 2004), obsessive 

passion (Vallerand et al., 2003), as well as in those authors who analyze the role of mental 

representations as a general process (e.g. Dweck & London, 2004; Smith & Queller, 2001). 

However, the unique contribution of the current analysis is a conceptualization of MCs as a 

distinctive concept which is theoretically well-founded and empirically validated (Kovač & 

Rise, 2008; Kovač, Rise, & Moan, 2010). More importantly, the advantage of present 

conceptualization is the suggestion that explicit cognitive processes are involved in self-

regulatory failures. Thus, although MCs are understood as being difficult to change, this 

nevertheless implies the possibility that modification of the cognitive mind-set people have in 

relation to a specific object or behavior might eventually lead to successful self-regulation 

over time.  

 

 

THE RELATION BETWEEN MCS AND AUTOMATICITY 
 

One obvious problem for the present theoretical proposition is the established 

understanding in the current literature that automaticity and conscious processing are 

considered to be opposites which cannot be potent at the same time (e.g. Ajzen, 2002). 

However, the proposition that the stronger the habit, the lower the level of conscious 

processing is only valid under the assumption that habits and explicit thoughts occur 

simultaneously during behavioral performance. However, the main premise of the current 

proposition is that habits and MCs are not potent at the same time, but rather work 

successively in order to form strong behavioral patterns. Thus, there is a qualitative difference 

between the processes at the very point of behavioral execution and the processes at the point 

immediately preceding the execution of this same activity. The idea is that while the 

automatic processes are detectable only during behavioral performance, the explicit cognitive 

processes are active prior to (e.g. in the form of decision-making processes) and after 

behavioral performance (e.g. in the form of reflection over one‘s own actions). Thus, 

although it is theoretically evident that habits and explicit thoughts are counterparts, it is still 

logically possible that they might exert a reciprocal influence on each other over time and in 

concert participate in the formation of a strong and resistant behavioral pattern. 

 

 

THE RELATION BETWEEN MCS AND APPETITIVE DESIRES 
 

However, as is the case with most aspects of human action, it is reasonable to suggest that 

behavioral executions require ―ignition‖ as well as ―fueling‖ in all steps of performance. 

―Ignition‖ and ―fueling‖ refer to motivational/emotional processes (appetitive desire in this 

context) which are frequently overlooked or downplayed in contemporary models of decision 

making, usually to the advantage of cognition. The neglected role of motivational processes 

echoes Hume‘s well-known statement that ―Reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of the 

passions‖ (Treatise, pp. 415) where the attempt is made to suggest that both conditions, i.e. 
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emotion and cognition supplementing each other, must be present in the formation of 

behavioral performances. Building further on this philosophical view of psychology of action, 

the role of appetitive desire in behavioral performances is perceived here to be two-fold: 

Firstly, there is the role of desire attached to regulatory aspects where appetitive desires work 

as a constant and silent background motivation prior to, during and after the performances. 

Simply stated, this means that goals requiring self-regulative efforts must be desired, at least 

minimally, in order to initiate and maintain the actions with desirable results. The silent 

function implies that desires should not be confused with sudden urges or impulses which 

represent the extreme point where desires ―go crazy‖. Secondly, there is a role of desire 

attached to self-defeating aspects of self-regulation where this concept, along with 

automaticity, forms MCs of objects or behaviors. It follows that the strength of appetites for 

actions/objects of desire must be reduced in order to make it easier for people to go through 

with the implementation of plans that create an alternative and healthier behavioral pattern. 

Traditionally, the prevailing view has been that of emotionally-based processes as being able 

to be evoked suddenly and with such strength that human self-regulatory efforts are crippled. 

The consequence is that one can do little to fight such urges or impulses, especially when they 

emerge at the point which immediately precedes behavioral execution. However, as MCs are 

taken to represent a cognitive process and a product of desires and automaticity, one can 

make an attempt to modify cognitions, i.e. the manner in which the behavior/object of desire 

is constructed. Thus, alteration of MCs leads to a change in the perception of temptations, and 

consequently the reduction of unwanted appetites. In sum, the present proposition is that self-

regulatory failures are not caused by individual contributions of relatively simple 

mechanisms/processes such as automaticity, impulses, and urges, but is in effect a result of 

complex interplay and joint workings of desires (emotional component), automaticity 

(learned responses), and conscious cognitive processes in the form of MCs. The best way to 

avoid self-regulatory failures is to modify the manner in which the behaviors/objects of 

desires are mentally constructed in terms of explicit and conscious cognitive processes.  

 

 

SUMMING UP: IDEAS ABOUT BEHAVIOR VS. BEHAVIOR WITH IDEAS 
 

The present contribution basically suggests that there is a difference between ideas about 

future behaviors (planning to quit something) and past behaviors with ―ideas‖ (established 

behavioral patterns). Plans for changing behavioral patterns represent an abstract idea about 

acquiring future desired goals. At the point of the motivational conflict, these desires 

represent relatively vague ideas about future behavior i.e. they are not behavior itself. 

Conversely, the urge for substance represents a concrete behavioral expression of the 

individual‘s past actions. The novel proposition here is that, in addition to addiction being 

automatic habit-like behavior, the urge for substance is also a matter of the intimate person-

object relation in terms of MCs which, when supported by habitual efficiency and appetitive 

desires, represent a fairly stable process that over time might result in the development of 

excessive appetites and strong attachments. The historically evident human need for being 

portrayed as a rational creature is perhaps the explanation why there still exists a heavy focus 

on only one dimension of self-regulation stating that rationality and strategic planning should 

prevail over deceitful, simple desires of the flesh. In contrast, it is currently being argued that 
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important conceptual distinctions between ideas about 1) behavior as the first part of 

motivational conflict and 2) behavior with ideas as the second part of motivational conflict 

have not been fully appreciated in psychological and behavioral theory in the sense that 

rationality itself is expected to triumph over less worthy processes such as appetitive desires 

and automaticity. Although it might be true that rational processes are essential for self-

regulation, the present arguments imply that processes which sustain addictive-alike 

behaviors might also have a strong cognitive flavor supplementing appetites and 

instrumentality.  
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