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Abstract

This paper examines the role of hedonic goal pursuit in self-control and self-regulation. We argue that not all pursuit of
immediate pleasure is problematic and that successful hedonic goal pursuit can be beneficial for long-term goal pursuit and
for achieving positive self-regulatory outcomes, such as health and well-being. The following two key questions for future
research are discussed: How can people’s positive affective experiences during hedonic goal pursuit be enhanced, and how
exactly do those affective experiences contribute to self-regulatory outcomes? We also call for an intercultural perspective
linking hedonic goal pursuit to self-regulatory outcomes at different levels. We suggest that understanding the cognitive,
motivational, and affective mechanisms at play can help individuals reap the benefits of successful hedonic goal pursuit.
Considering those potential benefits, hedonic goal pursuit should be studied more systematically. To achieve this, we argue
for a stronger integration of affective science and self-control research.
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Research on both self-control and self-regulation emphasizes
the benefits of successful long-term goal pursuit (e.g., study-
ing for an exam and dieting) for self-regulatory outcomes
such as good health and well-being (de Ridder et al., 2012;
Moffitt et al., 2011). In that landscape, hedonic goals, which
promise the experience of immediate positive affect (e.g.,
enjoying the party and indulging in chocolate cake), are typi-
cally considered mere distractions, standing in the way of
more important long-term goals. Even though hedonic goal
pursuit and the experience of positive affect, pleasure, or
enjoyment have been acknowledged as predictors of well-
being and part of adaptive self-regulation more generally,
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most research on hedonic goals has focused almost exclu-
sively on studying how to inhibit, avoid, or downregulate
them (e.g., through employing self-control).

This critical attitude towards hedonic goal pursuit is per-
vasive in the self-control literature and beyond (Fitouchi
et al., 2022). But is it justified? Here, we argue that not all
pursuit of immediate pleasure is problematic. Sometimes it
is (e.g., failing to inhibit an unwanted impulse); sometimes it
is not (e.g., intentionally pursuing a hedonic goal; Becker &
Bernecker, in press). This distinction is important, because
as an emerging body of literature suggests, hedonic goal
pursuit can also be a part of—rather than a threat to—suc-
cessful long-term goal pursuit: For example, experiencing
pleasure during food consumption is related to less rather
than more food intake (Arch et al., 2018; Cornil & Chan-
don, 20164, b). Making room for and enjoying off-work or
off-study time supports rather than hinders performance
(Grund et al., 2014; Jia et al., 2019; Sonnentag, 2018). And
finally, people who are generally more successful at pursuing
hedonic goals (high trait hedonic capacity) report not only
more positive affect in their daily lives but also higher life
satisfaction and fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety
(Bernecker & Becker, 2021).

Together these findings call for a change in how we con-
ceptualize and study the regulation of hedonic goals. They
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urge us to shift our focus from studying people’s choices
(quantity) for either the long-term or hedonic goal (cake vs.
fruit) to people’s affective experience (quality) while pursu-
ing the chosen goal (enjoy eating cake or fruit). Whereas
choices are often sufficient to book progress towards long-
term goals (choosing the fruit to stay healthy), successful
hedonic goal pursuit requires the experience of positive
affect rather the mere choice (for the cake). In that respect,
hedonic goals may resemble what has been termed emo-
tion regulation goals, which are also about the up- or down-
regulation of a specific affective state (Tamir et al., 2019).
Given the centrality of affective experiences, we advocate
for a stronger integration of affective science and self-control
research when addressing the following two questions: First,
what supports and what hinders successful hedonic goal pur-
suit? Second, through what mechanism(s) does successful
hedonic goal pursuit contribute to successful long-term goal
pursuit and thereby to the attainment of desirable self-regu-
latory outcomes, such as good health, happy relationships,
and career success?

What Supports or Hinders Hedonic Goal
Pursuit?

One central finding in the literature reviewed above is that
the experience of pleasure and enjoyment does not always
come easily. From a dual-process perspective (e.g., Strack &
Deutsch, 2004), this may sound odd, given that the hedonic
choice is usually portrayed as the easier choice, as it does
not require the recruitment of control processes. However,
recent research shows that people (i.e., especially those low
in trait hedonic capacity) may have trouble actually enjoying
a chosen hedonic activity (Bernecker & Becker, 2021). One
of the factors undermining successful hedonic goal pursuit is
the experience of intrusive thoughts about conflicting long-
term goals (Bernecker & Becker, 2021; Grund et al., 2014;
Shah & Kruglanski, 2002; Van der Wal & Van Dillen, 2013).
Importantly, first evidence suggests that it is not so much
about the successful inhibition of those intrusive thoughts,
but more about whether they are spontaneously activated or
not (Bernecker & Becker, 2021, Study 3).

Where do those intrusive thoughts come from? One
common source are conflicting personal long-term goals or
values. Even if people intentionally pursue a hedonic goal,
they may experience intrusive thoughts because of the cost
it has for progress on a conflicting long-term goal (e.g.,
thoughts about dieting spoil the pleasure of eating the
chocolate cake). Moreover, given that people usually pur-
sue multiple long-term goals (e.g., career success, health,
and fitness), they may easily get the impression that any
time or effort invested into a hedonic goal activity might
be better invested into one of the many possible long-term

goal activities. Such high potential of opportunity costs
makes it difficult for people to tell apart situations in which
hedonic goals may help or hurt self-regulatory outcomes.
This in turn could lead to a general reluctance and inability
to pursue hedonic goals.

Another less often studied source could be a cultur-
ally shaped critical attitude towards hedonic experiences.
It has been argued that the tendency to moralize harmless
pleasures and to praise restraint is present across cultures
(Fitouchi et al., 2022). There are, however, also differences
in the extent to which hedonic values are endorsed between
countries (Saroglou et al., 2004; Schwartz & Sagie, 2000)
and even between groups within one culture. Men, for exam-
ple, find hedonism more important than women (Schwartz
& Rubel, 2005), which fits common assumptions about gen-
der roles (Harrington et al., 1992; Henderson & Dialeschki,
1991) and the finding that men have a higher trait hedonic
capacity than women (Bernecker & Becker, 2021). Moreo-
ver, cultures may differ in their appreciation of hedonic goals
and the ways in which hedonic behaviors are considered to
be hedonically valuable vs. valuable for other purposes (e.g.,
eating hedonically pleasurable foods to celebrate cultural
holidays or using substances for spiritual purposes). Indeed,
the ethical question arises as to whether it is appropriate
to intervene on hedonic behaviors—even if they may have
long-term negative consequences—when that behavior is an
important component of cultural practices.

In the future, it will be interesting to test whether peo-
ple’s belief that engaging in hedonic behaviors is “wrong”
is related to more intrusive thoughts and feelings of guilt
during hedonic goal pursuit and also whether those beliefs
undermine the potential benefits hedonic goal pursuit may
have for self-regulation. If so, one way to reduce intrusive
thoughts could be adopting a less critical attitude towards
hedonic goal pursuit. Mindfulness may be a promising can-
didate here for two reasons: mindfulness enhances present
moment awareness and involves adopting a non-judgmental
attitude towards upcoming thoughts. To date, most research
has focused on how mindfulness helps regulate negative
affect, but there is also evidence that it may also help savor
hedonic experiences (e.g., Garland, 2021). Another way to
make hedonic goal pursuit more successful may be the use
of pro-active strategies. According to recent developments
in the self-control literature, which in turn were inspired by
emotion regulation research, self-control is not only about
successful inhibition but also (or even more so) about the use
of strategies that help avoid conflict in the first place (Duck-
worth et al., 2016; Hennecke & Biirgler, 2020). For example,
one could change the situation so that intrusive thoughts
are less likely to arise (e.g., switching off the phone during
evening off) or reappraise hedonic goal pursuit as beneficial.
Future research will tell if those strategies can support not
only long-term but also hedonic goal pursuit.

@ Springer



472

Affective Science (2023) 4:470-474

How Does Hedonic Goal Pursuit
Contribute to Long-term Goal Pursuit
and Self-Regulatory Outcomes?

We argued above that hedonic goal pursuit is part of self-
regulation and may support the attainment of long-term
goals. But how? One line of research focuses on coupling
hedonic experiences to long-term goal pursuit, so that
the latter becomes more appealing and will be engaged
in more successfully and/or more frequently. This has
been studied by, for example, highlighting the pleasurable
aspects of a long-term goal activity (e.g., exercising is fun;
Woolley & Fishbach, 2016; see also Shiota et al., 2021), or
by encouraging people to link hedonic activities to long-
term goal activities (e.g., students may bring their favorite
milkshake to the library; Milkman et al., 2014). In those
studies it remains, however, unclear whether participants
were primarily pursuing a hedonic or long-term goal—or
both as a function of the manipulation. Another way of
coupling two competing goals is rewarding oneself with
a hedonic activity after successful long-term goal pursuit
(e.g., deserving the evening off after a long work week;
Hennecke & Biirgler, 2020; Jia et al., 2019).

In those approaches, hedonic goals stand in the direct
service of long-term goals. In that way, hedonic goals
become more like a mean supporting long-term goal pur-
suit rather than a goal by itself. But is that the only way in
which hedonic goals support long-term goal pursuit, or is
enjoying the chocolate cake in and of itself beneficial in any
way, too? In other words, should we encourage people to do
strategic coupling, or should we also teach them to enjoy the
occasional hedonic activity for the sake of enjoyment alone?
What speaks for the latter is that hedonic goals, if pursued
successfully, are characterized by positive affect, which not
only enhances well-being in general (Bernecker & Becker,
2021), but which also facilitates the initiation of (especially
difficult) goal-directed action (Kuhl et al., 2021; Taquet
et al., 2016). Moreover, including hedonic “deviations” into
a goal-striving plan has been shown to increase and sustain
overall motivation without costs for long-term goal pursuit
(Coelho do Vale et al., 2016; Prinsen et al., 2018). Finally,
work in the eating domain suggests that the enjoyment peo-
ple experience while eating may help regulate food intake
(e.g., smaller meal size and reduced subsequent snacking;
Arch et al., 2018; Cornil & Chandon, 2016a, b) through
enhancing attention, the sense of appreciation, and satisfac-
tion. These findings are in line with research suggesting that
it is the obstructed enjoyment (e.g., through distractions) that
motivates people to compensate, through either increasing
intensity or quantity (van der Wal & van Dillen, 2013).

Different from the approaches discussed above, here,
hedonic goals stand in the indirect service of a long-term
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goal, because the primary goal is to enjoy the meal,
which reduces the amount people eat as side effect. An
interesting question for future research is, therefore, to
test whether the satisfaction that can be obtained through
undiluted enjoyment may protect people from overcon-
sumption—and if so, how Taken together, the successful
pursuit of hedonic goals and the resulting experience of
positive affect and enjoyment have been shown to sup-
port long-term goals directly and indirectly. In the coming
years, more systematic research is, however, necessary to
map the different ways through which hedonic experiences
contribute to self-regulatory outcomes.

Limitations and Discussion

An emerging literature suggests that hedonic goal pursuit is
part of adaptive self-control and self-regulation more gener-
ally. In order to reap the benefits of successful hedonic goal
pursuit, we need to gain a better understanding of the cogni-
tive, motivational, and affective mechanisms at play. We pro-
posed two key questions for future research on the affective
mechanisms: How can people’s positive affective experiences
during hedonic goal pursuit be enhanced, and how exactly
do those experiences contribute to long-term goal pursuit
and obtaining desirable self-regulatory outcomes? Given the
emphasis on the affective experience during hedonic goal pur-
suit (rather than on people’s choices), we propose a stronger
integration of affective and self-regulatory science to success-
fully answer those questions.

As mentioned above, cultures and countries differ in the
degree to which they endorse hedonic values. Some argue that
we already live in a culture in which pleasure is overly endorsed
(Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996), while others see hedonic
behaviors overly moralized (Fitouchi et al., 2022). Self-regu-
lation research, however, is primarily conducted in Western,
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) sam-
ples by WEIRD researchers. What is needed is an intercultural
perspective linking hedonic goal pursuit to self-regulatory out-
comes at different levels (cf. Kamiloglu et al., 2020; Sauter
et al., 2009). We call for psychological research to examine (in
an unbiased way) how the guality of hedonic experiences can
be improved and which levels of quantity are ideal for individu-
als’ and societies’ long-term interests.
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