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Objectives

• Discuss self-control problems and possible interventions – use 
discussion to reflect on practical applications (and limits) of the 
psychology of motivation

• Information about May 19th Q&A session

• Course evaluation
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THHINK OF THE LAST TIME YOU 
«FAILED» TO EXERT SELF-CONTROL

Who was to blame?



Bernoulli Network for the Behavioral Sciences
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REFLECT AND SUMMARIZE
What strengths could you identify in 

Duckworth et al.’s overview? 



Strategies for Reducing Failures of Self-Control
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Set a concrete goal
“Tonight I’ll review Chapter 2”

Remove temptation
“I’ll leave my phone at home”

Prompt the goal
Automated reminders in 

study app

Duckworth, A. L., Milkman, K. L., & Laibson, D. (2018). Beyond willpower: Strategies for reducing failures of self-
control. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 19(3), 102–129. https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100618821893

Environmental 
restriction

Smartphone ban
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Relation to other work/models in the psychology of emotion and motivation?
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REFLECT AND SUMMARIZE
What limitations can you identify in 

Duckworth et al.’s overview?



Loewenstein, G. (2019). Self-Control and Its Discontents: A Commentary on Duckworth, Milkman, and Laibson.
Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 19(3), 95-101. https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100619828401

Lowenstein comments: “My first issue with 
the article is that it seems to attribute many 
of the problems plaguing our society to lack 
of self-control, which in my view risks 
blaming the victim and, more 
substantively, risks misidentifying the most 
effective types of policy interventions. This 
perspective (and its pitfalls) is already 
evident in the abstract, which asks, “what 
can policymakers do to reduce overeating, 
undersaving, procrastination, and other self-
defeating behaviors that feel good now but 
generate larger delayed costs? In this 
review, we synthesize contemporary 
research on approaches to reducing failures 
of self-control” (p. 102). It is important to 
emphasize that these problems are not 
primarily the result of self-control 
problems in most adults, even if enhanced 
self-control could mitigate them.”

Strategies for Reducing Failures of Self-Control

Lowenstein argues that If obesity increases or 
savings decline across a whole society, we 
should be cautious about explaining this only by 
saying that individuals lack willpower. 
Population-level changes suggest that 
environments have also changed.
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Chater, N., & Loewenstein, G. (2023). The i-frame and the s-frame: How focusing on individual-level solutions has led
behavioral public policy astray. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 46, e147. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X22002023

I-frame and S-frame

“An influential line of thinking in behavioral science, to which the two authors have long 
subscribed, is that many of society’s most pressing problems can be addressed cheaply 
and effectively at the level of the individual, without modifying the system in which the 
individual operates. We now believe this was a mistake, along with, we suspect, many 
colleagues in both the academic and policy communities. Results from such interventions 
have been disappointingly modest. But more importantly, they have guided many (though 
by no means all) behavioral scientists to frame policy problems in individual, not systemic, 
terms: To adopt what we call the “i-frame,” rather than the “s-frame.” The difference may 
be more consequential than i-frame advocates have realized, by deflecting attention and 
support away from s-frame policies. Indeed, highlighting the i-frame is a long-established 
objective of corporate opponents of concerted systemic action such as regulation and 
taxation. We illustrate our argument briefly for six policy problems, and in depth with the 
examples of climate change, obesity, retirement savings, and pollution from plastic waste. 
We argue that the most important way in which behavioral scientists can contribute to 
public policy is by employing their skills to develop and implement value-creating system-
level change.”
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I-frame and S-frame

I-frame S-frame

Individual-level solutions System-level solutions

Incentives, labels, feedback Taxes, regulation, infrastructure

“How can we help people 
choose better?”

“How can we change the choice 
environment?”
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From self-control to behavior change
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The Behavior Change Wheel was developed in 
health psychology and adopts the COM-B 
framework. Example: If a student does not study, 
“lack of motivation” may be too simple. Before 
designing an intervention, ask:

Capability
Can they study effectively (e.g., do they know how 
to use retrieval practice)?

Opportunity
Do they have the chance to study (e.g., do they 
have time, a quiet place, and access to materials)?

Motivation
Do they want to study and feel able to start (e.g., is 
the goal valuable, urgent, and manageable)?

Michie, S., van Stralen, M. M., & West, R. (2011). The behaviour change wheel: A new method for 
characterising and designing behaviour change interventions. Implementation Science, 6(1), 42.



From self-control to behavior change
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How to read the wheel…

Why is the behaviour not happening? 
Inner layer (green): Capability · Opportunity · 
Motivation

What type of intervention could help?
Middle layer (red): Education · Persuasion · 
Incentivization · Coercion · Training · Enablement · 
Modeling · Environmental restructuring · Restrictions

What policy tools could support it?
Outer layer (grey): Guidelines · Environmental planning 
· Communication · Legislation · Service provision · 
Regulation · Fiscal measures

The Behavioral Change Wheel links psychological 
mechanisms to practical interventions and policies, 
and aims to improve assessments of relative efficacy. 

Michie, S., van Stralen, M. M., & West, R. (2011). The behaviour change wheel: A new method for 
characterising and designing behaviour change interventions. Implementation Science, 6(1), 42.



- Strengths: Duckworth et al. contribute a categorization of self-
control change strategies for many important behavior change 
problems in applied domains (health, finance, addiction, well-
being), a dimensional approach (self vs other deployed; 
situational – cognitive) is helpful;

- Limitations: 1) emphasis on individual behavior relative to 
systemic factors, 2) lack of a larger taxonomy of behavior
change interventions, and systematic and comprehensive (e.g., 
meta-analytic) assessment of efficacy – such efforts are, 
however, taking place in psychology at large and there is
increased attention to pluralistic taxonomies and their impact 
(e.g., behavior change wheel).  

Summary



- Please submit questions for Q&A over ADAM (I won’t be
able to consider questions submitted after May 17th)

Q&A Session


