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Self-destructive or self-defeating behavior has been an enduring fascination to psychology. One reason for this fascination is that it shows the limits of the model of the human being as a rational decision-maker. A rational being should by definition pursue enlightened self-interest. Self-defeating behavior constitutes a failure to pursue enlightened self-interest. Such patterns suggest dark psychological motivations or at least troubling, costly failures of human reason.

Plenty of human behavior does produce results that are harmful or costly to the self. People commit suicide, engage in unsafe sexual practices, smoke cigarettes, procrastinate, hurt and alienate people they love, waste their money, neglect to take their medicine or wear their seatbelts, and perform many other destructive acts that could seemingly be avoided. Self-defeating behavior is quite real; the only question is why people do it.

There are several possible answers. These can be sorted into three broad categories, based on how much the person intends or chooses the harm to self.

The first is deliberate self-harm. Freud eventually concluded that people have an innate drive to bring about their own suffering, failure and death. Other theorists have also written about having a death wish or self-destructive impulse. The essence of this view is that people sometimes want to bring misfortune on themselves, such as to punish themselves when they feel guilty.

A second category involves tradeoffs. In this category, the person does not want to experience suffering or harm and instead wants something good. Unfortunately the good outcome is linked to something bad. The essence is that the person accepts the bad in order to get the good.

The final category consists of counterproductive strategies. The person is pursuing some positive outcome, but the person chooses some way of getting it that does not work and in fact produces a negative, undesirable outcome. In other words, it consists of goal-directed behavior that backfires and produces the opposite of the intended result.

Systematic reviews of research literature on normal, adult human behavior has found little or no evidence of the first category of deliberate self-harm, but ample evidence of patterns that fit the secondhand third categories (see Baumeister, 1996; Baumeister & Scher, 1988;Berglas & Baumeister, 1993). The failure of research to support the first category casts severe doubt on the view that people have death wishes destructive-destructive motivations. Even people who feel quite guilty do not generally seek out punishment or suffering Ñ on the contrary, they may try to avoid punishment even though they acknowledge their guilt. At the extreme, suicide appears to be sought more commonly as an escape from suffering than as the fulfillment of self-destructive wishes, and in that respect it resembles a tradeoff more than any primacy of self-destructive wishes (see Baumeister, 1990).

Based on these conclusions, we think the effort to understand self-destructive actions should emphasize tradeoffs and counterproductive strategies. A survey of the evidence about each type can yield some general patterns and conclusions. Tradeoffs

The essence of a self-defeating tradeoff is that the person (or group) pursues some positive benefit or gain that is linked to some cost or risk. Self-defeat is accomplished when the eventual cost outweighs the gain.

Examples of self-defeating tradeoffs can be listed as follows. Several unhealthy behaviors arise because the pursuit of pleasures such as good taste, intoxication, or chemically based euphoria. Self-handicapping involves creating external barriers to one’s own success in order to have a good excuse for anticipated failure; for example, a poor performances discounted if the person did not study or prepare adequately. Shy people may withdraw from social interactions in order to avoid possible rejection, but in the process they prevent themselves from having the opportunity to form the interpersonal attachments they desire. People fail to take their medicine or comply with health care instructions, especially when those procedures involve feeling bad or looking foolish.

Two patterns are commonly found with self-defeating tradeoffs. First, many tradeoffs involve short-term gains but long-term costs. Hence the people take the immediate pleasure and seem to discount the eventual risks or harm. Second, in many tradeoffs the benefits seem certain but the costs seem only possible. 

To illustrate these with cigarette smoking: Smoking is often self-destructive in a very literal sense, because the smoke causes lung cancer and death. People do not smoke in order to die from lung cancer, however, but rather they smoke for the pleasure and satisfaction that come from tobacco. The pleasure is thus traded off against the disease and death. It is self-defeating because dying of lung cancer is generally regarded, in the long run, as outweighing the pleasure: One loses more than one gains. But the gains are immediate and the costs or delayed, insofar as the pleasure of smoking comes at once whereas the disease does not materialize for decades. Moreover, the pleasure is reliably predictable(almost certain) whereas the costs are uncertain: Many smokers do not die from lung cancer.

Procrastination also illustrates these patterns. Many people procrastinate and some even claim that it is a good strategy, because they do their best work under pressure of the deadline. We did a longitudinal study of procrastination among students in a class, and we measured both their performance in the class and their health. We found that procrastinators enjoyed better health than people who got their work done ahead of time. The procrastinators got poorer grades, however, suggesting that procrastination is costly in terms of work. There was one question about the health results, however: We had measured health early in the semester, when the deadline was far away. In a second study, we measured health both early and late. We replicated the finding that procrastinators were healthier early in the semester. We found however that they were much sicker at the end of the semester, when the deadline was close. In fact they were so much sicker then that they ended up being sicker overall, despite their better health early in the semester (Tice & Baumeister, 1996).

Procrastination is thus clearly self-defeating. It takes the short-term benefit of low stress and good health when the deadline is faraway, but it pays a high price in terms of delayed stress and illness, which in the long run causes them to be worse off overall. Plus, they performed worse: The procrastinators got lower grades on all assignments.

Counterproductive Strategies

Many instances of self-defeating behavior involve counterproductive strategy. The essence of these is that the person is pursuing a desirable outcome but chooses a strategy or approach that backfires and produces the opposite of the desired result. Thus, the person is pursuing a positive goal, but the person’s method of pursuing it thwarts the efforts to achieve it.

There are several patterns that contribute to these failures. One is faulty knowledge. The person may have a false understanding of what behaviors will produce what results (i.e., false understanding of contingencies). For example, some people drink alcohol when they are depressed because they think alcohol will cheer them up Ñ but in fact drinking when depressed often makes the depression worse, because alcohol is in fact a depressant. Likewise, performers may respond to the pressure for success by focusing attention on their internal processes so as to monitor themselves more effectively, but this monitoring disrupts the automatic execution of skills and thus causes poor performance, commonly called ‘choking under pressure.’ Another is excessive persistence: The person encounters initial failure but refuses to give up. In American culture people are taught from early childhood that persistence will lead to success eventually, but sometimes this is plainly false, and misguided persistence Ñ ‘throwing good money after bad’ Ñ ends up wasting a significant amount of resources. Another pattern arises when the person knows what to do but fails to implement it. Faulty knowledge may contribute to overconfidence so that the person does not recognize the need to be careful and thorough.

CAUSES OF SELF-DEFEATING CHOICES

We turn now to consider why people make these self-defeating destructive-destructive choices. Our laboratory work has examined a series of hypotheses and theories. Let me report on the ones that have worked out reasonably well.

Emotional Distress

There is a long history of assuming that people who are emotional become irrational and make bad decisions. Yet the research has not provided clear or consistent support for the view that emotion leads to impaired thinking or other negative effects. In fact, some studies find that emotion causes people to think more carefully and thoroughly, possibly more accurately, and sometimes more creatively. Clearly, emotion can benefit the thought process.

When we looked at the research findings about self-defeating behaviors, however, it was apparent that emotion seemed to be involved in many of them, especially aversive emotional states. Hence we thought there must be a link between emotional distress and self-defeating behavior. But what kind of link? Freudians suggested that when people feel guilty, they want to suffer or be punished, but we did not find any evidence of that, and indeed the whole idea of wanting to suffer was not supported. Hence we needed a different theory.

We then began to look at risk-taking. The idea was that people who were upset would take stupid risks, and these would therefore sometimes lead to destructive outcomes. An upset person might drive too fast in traffic, and sometimes this would lead to a crash. An angry person might get into an argument or fight with someone and get hurt as a result.

To test this theory, we set up experiments in which people had to choose between two lotteries. One of them involved playing it safe: The person was told he would have a 70% chance of winning $2, which our students do appreciate but is clearly not very much money. The other lottery was a long shot: a 2% chance of winning $25, which is quite a bit more money. In both cases, if they lost, they would have to be subjected to stressful noise. If you calculate the expected gain, the two dollar lottery was the correct, rational choice, with an expected gain of $1.40 as compared with only a 50 cent expected gain for the long shot. The noise would make that difference even bigger.

We put people into various emotional states, using a variety of strong procedures (see Leith & Baumeister, 1996). We found repeatedly that most people would make the correct choice of the two-dollar lottery. This was especially common among people in neutral moods and in good moods. But people who were upset strongly tended to make the foolish, risky choice of the long shot. Thus, emotional distress produced a tendency to take stupid risks.

Why? We had two theories about that. One was that when you already feel bad, you have more to gain and less to lose. This was based on framing theory and a change in the subjective utility of various outcomes. Isen et al. has argued that when people feel good, they rationally become risk-averse, because they have more to lose and less to gain. Yet we failed to find any evidence that emotional distress changed the way people appraised the outcome.

Our second theory was that people who were upset simply failed to think through the implications and consequences. They would just see the$25 option and grab for it, without thinking through the odds and other outcomes. In a crucial experiment, we tested these two theories against each other. We made people angry and then brought them to the lottery choice procedure. In one condition, however, we insisted that they spend about a minute listing the advantages and disadvantages of each lottery. The first theory would predict an even stronger tendency to choose the long shot, because the extra reflection would make the change in subjective utility that much clearer: You already feel bad, so you have more to gain and less to lose by taking a risk.

In contrast, the second theory would predict that the effect would disappear. If the stupid risk-taking depends on not thinking through the options, then forcing people to think them through should eliminate the stupid choices. That is what we found: People who were required to list the advantages and disadvantages did not make the foolish, risky choice of the long-shot, even though they were just as angry as the other people.

Threatened Egotism

A second idea was that people’s concern with their self-esteem and with making a good impression on other people could cloud their judgment and produce bad, costly choices. There were several signs of this in the previous literature. For example, self-handicapping is done to avoid the loss of face that accompanies failure, because the handicap eliminates most of the disgrace over failure. Likewise, self-destructive patterns of seeking revenge, binge eating, alcohol abuse, wasteful persistence, and choking under pressure have been linked to threats to esteem.

We conducted some studies to examine directly the effects of threats to egotism. Again we used a gambling procedure. This time, people were invited to bet money on their own performance. Specifically, we had them practice a video game until they were somewhat proficient, and then they performed ten trials, recording the score on every trial. Then the experimenter said actually the person had been performing against criterion, without knowing it, and had earned three dollars. This allowed us to give each person three dollars in quarters. We said this was because the person had surpassed the criterion score on three of the ten trials. We told the person the criterion score was some round number between his third best and fourth best score.

Then the experimenter said there would be one more trial, with the same criterion score. On this one, the person was invited to bet any part of the three dollars on being able to surpass it. If the person beat the criterion, he would receive triple the amount bet. In contrast, if the person failed to surpass it, he would lose whatever he bet. (Similar results were found with females in another study.) Thus, the bet was approximately fair: The person had about a one-third chance of tripling his money. There was no strong rational pull either to bet or not bet.

The main thing we measured was how much money the person ended the study possessing. This depended both on the bet and the performance. In an important sense, you had to know how well you would be able to perform in order to bet effectively. The person could do well by just keeping the money and not making any bet. The person could do really well by making a large bet and then performing well. Making a large bet and not performing well was the bad outcome, however.

Just before the person made the bet, the experimenter brought in results from a creativity test the person had taken earlier. By random assignment, half the people were told they did really well and were quite creative. The others were told they had done very poorly, in fact the worst score the experimenter had seen. The experimenter invited the participant to make an excuse (such as lack of sleep) for doing so badly and then said that that excuse was not valid because it was shown that lack of sleep had no effect on performance. This was done to compound the embarrassing or humiliating nature of the failure. Furthermore, the participants were all students in a psychology course, and the professor was the experimenter, so the poor performance seemed to be quite important.

The results depended on level of self-esteem. When people were told that they had done well on the creativity test, people with high self-esteem ended up with more money than people with low self-esteem. Thus, they made a low bet if they were not going to perform well, or they made large bets if they were going to do well. This fits evidence that people with high self-esteem know themselves better and can manage themselves better than people with low self-esteem.

But the good performance of people with high self-esteem vanished when they received a blow to their pride in the form of being told that they had done poorly on the creativity test. These people seemed eager to wipe out the loss of face by winning a large bet. Sure enough, they made larger bets than in any other condition, but they did not perform well enough to justify these bets, and so they ended up losing most of their money. They finished the experiment with less money than people with low self-esteem.

Thus, people who think highly of themselves are often quite concerned with looking good and making a good impression. When this favorable view of self is threatened by criticism or embarrassing failure, they become irrational and make foolish, costly choices.

Self-Regulation Failure

Self-regulation refers to how the human psyche manages and controls itself, including altering its inner states, overriding initial responses, and keeping itself on track toward goals. When this system fails, a broad variety of maladaptive and self-defeating behavior can arise. Put another way, the rational pursuit of enlightened self-interest often requires you to do something other than what you most feel like doing at the moment, and so self-regulation is required.

Let me return to the experiments I already described on emotional distress and self-defeating behaviors (i.e., with the lottery choice). The finding was that people who were upset would choose the foolish, long shot lottery instead of the objectively better play-it-safe lottery. When we required them to stop and think before deciding, specifically to list the advantages and disadvantages of both options, they no longer made bad choices. The implication is that people who are upset make self-defeating choices because they fail to consider the options fully. This finding suggests an important role for self-regulation. When people are upset, they feel like just making an impulsive decision based on whatever grabs their attention or seems desirable. To avoid making foolish, risky decisions, they ought to consider the risks and costs more carefully. Self-regulation is needed to make one consider all those facets of the decision options. Apparently, then, emotional distress impairs people’s willingness to self-regulate their decision process to think things through.

More generally, self-defeating behavior is often based on pursuing a short-term gain that carries a long-term risk or cost. This too is often an issue of self-regulation. In fact, there is some reason to think that the capacity for self-regulation evolved precisely for this reason: In other words, it was highly adaptive for human beings to be able to resist temptations to do something with an immediate payoff but a long-term cost. Eating one’s seed corn, for example, would be very tempting to any hungry animal, including early humans, but it is self-defeating in the long run because there is nothing left to plant in the spring.

Research on delay of gratification (e.g., Mischel, 1974, 1996)also illustrates the adaptive importance of self-regulation, and indeed I regard that work as highly important and pioneering work that helped lead to the modern understanding of self-regulation. The typical procedure involves a choice between an immediate, small reward or a delayed, larger reward. The delayed reward is the logical, rational choice, yet people have difficulty resisting the temptation to take the immediate reward. Self-regulation constitutes the ability to resist that immediate temptation and do what is best in the long run.

Our research has uncovered a surprising fact about this capacity for self-regulation: It seems to depend on a very limited energy resource. It operates like a muscle or strength, or a form of energy. The essence of this is that when it is used, it gets ‘tired’ or depleted, and for a while afterward the self cannot function so effectively.

We have conducted many experimental tests of this, but let me provide one example. We asked participants in this study to avoid eating anything for three hours before their scheduled session, which generally meant that they had to skip lunch. To tempt them, we prepared a delicious tray of chocolates and cookies. In fact, we baked some of these in the laboratory before they arrived, and the aroma of freshly baked chocolate cookies was very strong. Each participant was then seated at a table where there was a tray of cookies and chocolates, and this must have seemed very appealing to them. Unfortunately for them, we told them that they had been assigned to another condition in the experiment, and their task would be to eat radishes, and sure enough there was a bowl of radishes on the table as well. We left them alone for five minutes with the instruction to eat as many radishes as possible and nothing else. The point was to require them to resist temptation: They really wanted the chocolates and cookies, but they had to forego any such treats and make themselves eat radishes instead. For comparison purposes, another group of participants was allowed to eat the cookies and chocolates, and a third group had no food at all.

Then we got rid of all food and gave them problems to solve. These involved tracing geometric figures without re-tracing any lines or lifting one’s pen from the paper. We wanted to see how long they would keep trying before giving up. In reality the problems were not solvable, and so it was quite frustrating and discouraging to work on them, and we assumed that people would have to use self-regulation to make themselves do that. We timed how long they kept trying until they gave up. (We also counted how many attempts they made on each puzzle.)

The results showed a very strong effect, indicating that the self’s resources were depleted. That is, people in the ‘radish condition’ quit much faster on the puzzles, as compared to people who ate chocolate, or people who had had no food. Resisting the temptation to eat chocolate had used up some crucial energy or strength, which was therefore not available to help them keep trying at the difficult problems. So, why do people give up prematurely or fail to regulate themselves properly?

One reason is that it takes some inner resource to do so, and sometimes that resource is depleted. More familiar signs of this pattern are found when coping with stress depletes people’s resources. What happens then? They channel all their resources into meeting the deadline or handling whatever the main stress involves. As a result, their self-control breaks down in other spheres. They may resume smoking cigarettes, or eat too much, or drink too much. They may become irritable and obnoxious, which often involves a failure of affect regulation(emotional control). They may do other impulsive things, like becoming aggressive.

Decision Fatigue

The findings on depletion of the self’s inner resources extend beyond self-regulation. Our research suggests that all acts of volition -  including, crucially, making choices and decisions - also draw on that same resource. In other words, making decisions consumes one of the self’s important inner resources. That is probably one reason people are creatures of habit: Habit, routine, and automatic processes avoid having to expend resources by making choices.

We have several findings that point to this conclusion. In one study, we had people make one big important decision. Specifically, we asked them to agree to make a speech contrary to their own personal beliefs, a procedure that many psychology experiments on attitude change have used. Other people were simply told that they would have to make that speech, without being told that it was ultimately their decision. The next part of the procedure was exactly the same as in the radish and chocolate experiment: We measured how long before they gave up trying to solve some difficult puzzles. The people who had simply been instructed to make the speech persisted just as long as the control group. In contrast, the people who had had to make a personal decision to make that speech gave up much faster. Making that decision used up some inner resource.

Recently we followed up that finding with several more experiments that caused ‘decision fatigue’ by having people make a series of small choices. We pretended to be doing consumer research, and we asked each participant to make a series of binary choices between products. Thus, would you rather have a red t-shirt or a green t-shirt? A lemon scented candle or a vanilla scented candle? Blue socks or yellow socks? We told them that they would actually receive one of the products they had chosen, at the end of the experiment. For comparison purposes, a control group was asked to rate how often they had used each of these products in the past six months, and they too were told they would receive one of the products.

Later, we measured their capacity for self-regulation by asking them to drink as much as they could of an unpleasant, bitter tasting beverage. We told them it was good for them (it was -- contained vinegar),and so this corresponded to the common need to do something unpleasant but good for you, like taking medicine. We also offered to pay them five cents for each ounce they could drink.

These studies showed that making many decisions depletes the self. The people who made choices between products later were less able to make themselves drink much of the aversive beverage. In contrast, the people who simply rated the products, without making decisions, consumed significantly more of it.

Thus, the act of making decisions drains some important resource out of the self. The result is a temporary impairment of the person’s ability to function. Some people have described the feeling to us that ‘I don’t want to make any decisions tonight.’ They feel specifically unable to make choices and decisions. This feeling fits well with the results of these experiments, because making choices is hard work that depletes an inner resource that seems quite limited. People can only really make a few serious choices at a time, and then the capacity for choosing has to recover and replenish before they are fully effective again. 

Rejection and Belongingness

Our current work has turned up another important cause of self-defeating behavior: Rejection and the threat of being alone. We don’t fully understand why it has this effect, but the effect is consistent and quite strong.

The basis for this line of work is the idea that people have a powerful and fundamental ‘need to belong.’ In fact, we think that the drive to form and maintain connections with at least some other human beings is nearly universal and more powerful (and more fundamental) than the desire for self-esteem and many other common motives (see Baumeister &Leary, 1995, for review).

In a series of studies, we have exposed people to a blow that thwarts their need to belong. We do this in two ways. In one procedure, a group meets and spends some time getting to know each other, and then they are put into separate rooms. We tell them they are going to pair off for the next part and they should all list the persons with whom they want to work. Half the participants, by random assignment, are told that everybody in the group selected them, but because this creates a procedural obstacle, they will have to work alone. The others are told that nobody chose them, and so they too will have to work alone. Thus, everybody ends up working alone, but for half it was because nobody wanted them, whereas everybody accepted the others.

The other procedure involves giving a psychological test and then telling them that their statistical profile indicates that they will probably end up alone in life. Others are told they will end up well connected with others or, in a 'bad control' condition, that they will be accident-prone and suffer many broken bones and minor injuries. Then we measure self-defeating behavior. We have consistently found that the rejection manipulation makes people engage in self-defeating behavior. The accepted ones, and even the accident-prone ones, tend to behave rationally, but the rejection somehow eliminates the will to take care of oneself. We have measured this in multiple ways. In one study, people made fewer healthy and more unhealthy choices. In another, they ate more fattening foods. In another, we used the lottery choice procedure, and the rejected ones made more foolish, high-risk choices. In yet another, we used the drinking vinegar procedure, and they were less effective at making themselves drink. We have also found that this social rejection impairs people’s performance on IQ (intelligence) tests, makes people more aggressive, and makes them less willing to help someone who asks for help. This last is especially surprising, because one would think that a social rejection would cause the person to want to make new friends, and lending help is a good way to do this. But they did the opposite.

Nor were these effects due to emotional distress. We measured their emotional state. Nor surprisingly, the rejected ones felt worse. But these feelings did not predict their self-defeating choices.

Apparently, a major rejection strikes at some core feeling or motivation, and the effect is like getting hit on the head with a block of wood. People become incapable of regulating their own behavior, and they engage in an assortment of self-destructive and antisocial responses.

CONCLUSION

The human capacity for rational, enlightened action is certainly a tremendous advantage. Why then do people sometimes fail to use it? Why do they perform acts that bring risks and costs to themselves? Why do they make bad decisions that depart from rational self-interest?

Our research has outlined several answers.

1. Under emotional distress, people shift toward favoring high-risk, high-payoff options, even if these are objectively poor choices. This appears based on a failure to think things through, caused by the emotional distress.

2. When self-esteem is threatened, people become upset and lose their capacity to regulate themselves. In particular, people who hold a high opinion of themselves often get quite upset in response to a blow toothier pride, and the rush to prove something great about themselves overrides their normal and rational way of dealing with life.

3. Self-regulation is required for many forms of self-interested behavior. When self-regulation fails, people may become self-defeating in various ways, such as taking immediate pleasures instead of delayed rewards. Self-regulation appears to depend on a limited resources that operates like strength or energy, and so people can only regulate themselves to a limited extent.

4. Making choices and decisions depletes this same resource. Once the resource is depleted, such as after making a series of important decisions, the self becomes tired and depleted, and its subsequent decisions may well be costly or foolish.

5. The need to belong is a central feature of human motivation, and when this need is thwarted such as by interpersonal rejection, the human being somehow ceases to function properly. Irrational and self-defeating acts become more common in the wake of rejection.

Again, we have never found much evidence that people ever develop an actual desire to suffer or to fail. There is no basic motivation for self-destruction. Instead, self-defeating behavior arises by means of tradeoffs and counterproductive strategies. These are greatly increased by the five factors we just outlined. These, then, are some of the keys to human irrationality. Given how prevalent and powerful they can be, we should perhaps be surprised at how often people do manage to make intelligent, prudent, wise decisions, rather than being dismayed at how often they make foolish and costly ones!

