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Abstract 

The present research tested the hypothesis that social conflict impairs self-control. Previous 

research has shown that self-control relies on limited resources, and that many behaviors that are 

likely involved in social conflict (emotion control, self-presentation, and accommodative 

behavior) consume self-control resources. Study 1 tested the hypothesis that individuals who 

reported greater conflict in the past week (as measured by the TENSE; (Finch, Okun, Pool, & 

Ruehlman, 1999)) would perform more poorly on a measure of state self-control than individuals 

who reported less conflict in the past week. Contrary to our hypothesis, self-reported conflict was 

not a significant predictor of state self-control. Study 2 included a manipulation of depletion in 

order to test the hypothesis that the effect of social conflict on self-control would be apparent 

when self-control resources were low. Contrary to our hypothesis, the level of social conflict did 

not significantly predict self-control performance, even when participants were depleted. 

However, in Study 2 (though not in Study 1), individuals with low trait self-control did report 

experiencing more social conflict than individuals with high trait self-control. 
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Social Conflict and Self-Control 

Marshal lives with two roommates. Unfortunately for Marshal, he does not get along very 

well with his roommates. They have been nagging Marshal, taking his feelings lightly, and just 

being generally inconsiderate. The social conflict between Marshal and his roommates has been 

affecting many different areas in Marshal’s life, even those that are unrelated to his friends. 

Since the conflict began, he has been eating less healthily, going to the gym less often, and been 

less able to focus on his studies. The present studies test the hypothesis that individuals who have 

greater social conflict in their life will demonstrate poorer self-control. 

Self-Control 

 Self-control is control of the self by the self. This includes controlling one’s own 

thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. When individuals restrain their automatic or habitual 

behaviors, urges, emotions, or desires, they are exercising self-control (Muraven & Slessareva, 

2003). Over the past few decades, extensive research has been done to understand how self-

control operates (Muraven, Baumeister, & Tice, 1991). Individuals only have a limited amount 

of resources for self-control (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). When someone 

uses self-control, these resources are reduced, and the person has a more challenging time 

successfully exerting control on future tasks. Having lower self-control resources due to previous 

exertion of control is called “ego depletion” (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). 

Participants who were assigned to eat radishes while resisting tempting cookies later gave up on 

unsolvable puzzles sooner than participants who were assigned to eat the cookies (Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). In another study, participants who were assigned to 
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suppress their emotions solved fewer anagrams than participants who were assigned to express 

their emotions freely (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998).  

Trait self-control is the amount of self-control an individual has in general. This 

dispositional level of self-control is typically measured using self-report questionnaires 

(Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004). State self-control is the amount of self-control an 

individual has at a given time. State self-control is assessed by measuring how participants 

perform at a task that requires self-control. Measuring how long participants persist on an 

unsolvable puzzle is one measure of state self-control.  

Social Conflict 

Social conflict is the negative aspect of interpersonal relations (Abbey, Abramis, & 

Caplan, 1985). This includes social transactions that are unpleasant, hostile, resistive, hurtful, or 

full of conflict. The absence of aid in a relationship and unwanted help also are forms of social 

conflict (Coyne, Wortman, & Lehman, 1988). 

Individuals have a strong need to belong and are motivated to maintain relationships 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1991). Sometimes, however, relationships are difficult and are full of 

conflict. Despite this, individuals still sometimes try to make these relationships work. We 

predict that dealing with social conflict may reduce people’s ability to exercise self-control. 

When dealing with social conflict, individuals have to control their emotions, accommodate their 

difficult friend or partner, and face potential rejection, all of which may deplete self-control 

resources. 

Emotional control is one form of self-control that social conflict might necessitate 

(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). Social conflict increases an individual’s 

psychological distress (Lepore, 1992). Research has found that when in a bad mood, people often 
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try to bring themselves out of the negative mood (Isen, 1984). When individuals attempt to 

change their mood, they must use self-control to override their current negative mood. Previous 

research has shown that emotion suppression impairs subsequent self-control (Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). Because social conflict causes distress, people dealing 

with social conflict likely expend more energy trying to improve their moods than people who 

aren’t dealing with social conflict. Social conflict may also make people feel emotions that could 

impair their relationship. If an individual feels contempt towards another person, their 

relationship is at risk (Fischer & Roseman, 2007). If they wish to maintain a relationship in 

which they experience conflict, they may need to avoid expressing (if not experiencing) these 

emotions. Social conflict requires participants to expand self-control resources in order to try to 

improve and conceal their emotions. Emotion control is one reason that social conflict may 

reduce people’s ability to exercise self-control on subsequent tasks. 

One cause of social conflict are high maintenance interactions. High maintenance 

interactions are interpersonal interactions that require additional effort to coordinate and 

collaborate, beyond what is required for the task (Fitzsimons & Finkel, 2010). In one study, 

participants were asked to rely on directions from a confederate to navigate through a maze 

while blindfolded. The participant was assigned to one of two conditions. In the high 

maintenance condition, the confederate gave poor directions with many errors. In the low 

maintenance condition, the confederate gave error-free directions. After the maze task, 

participants were asked to choose between working on challenging anagrams or easy anagrams. 

Participants who were assigned to the high-maintenance group were less likely to choose the 

challenging anagrams than participants in the low-maintenance condition. Participants were less 

willing to exert self-control on subsequent tasks after a high maintenance interaction. Despite the 
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fact that all participants were actually given the same, moderately difficult, set of anagrams, 

participants in the high-maintenance interaction condition solved fewer anagrams than 

participants in the low-maintenance condition. This study offers evidence that interactions that 

are high maintenance consume more self-control resources than low-maintenance interactions. 

Relationships that have high levels of social conflict likely include more high maintenance 

interactions, which are depleting.  

Accommodative behavior is the act of controlling destructive impulses in a relationship 

(Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). Maintaining healthy, happy relationships 

involves the willingness to inhibit detrimental tendencies and respond constructively after a 

partner has engaged in potentially destructive behavior. In one study, participants were instructed 

to either suppress their emotions (depletion condition) or to let their emotions flow freely 

(control condition). Participants were then given an amusing or sad film segment to watch. After 

watching the segment, participants were asked to rate their likelihood of responding to various 

hypothetical positive and negative ways to their partner’s potentially destructive behavior (e.g., 

“Your partner shows up two hours late for a date that the two of you made together”). 

Participants rated how likely they would respond with stronger accommodation through greater 

constructive voice and loyalty response tendencies and weaker accommodation with destructive 

exit and neglect response tendencies. Participants who had been assigned to suppress their 

emotion when watching the video reported being more likely to respond with stronger 

accommodative behavior. Because relationships high in conflict likely require more 

accommodative behavior than relationships low in social conflict, people with more conflict-

ridden relationships may chronically have fewer self-control resources available.  



   SOCIAL CONFLICT AND SELF-CONTROL   8 

 

Self-presentation also uses self-control resources. Individuals often have to control 

themselves in order to present themselves in a positive way. This may be especially true when 

individuals experience social conflict. When individuals are regularly engaged in conflict, they 

may have to work particularly hard to present themselves in a positive, likable way when they 

are feeling hurt and angry. In one study, participants were asked to present themselves as both 

likeable and competent or just to be themselves. Participants who were asked to seem likeable 

and competent performed more poorly on self-control task than those that were told to be 

themselves (Vohs, Baumeister, & Ciarocco, 2005). Self-presentation requires self-control 

resources, and people dealing with social conflict may have to self-present more carefully and 

more often than people who are not dealing with social conflict.  

The primary reasons why people use self-control are to maintain social relationships, 

secure social acceptance, and to fulfill the need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). If this 

implicit bargain is not met and the individual feels rejected, the person may be less willing to 

control themselves. A person is much more willing to make altruistic sacrifices if they anticipate 

the rewards of belonging to a group (Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Twenge, 2005). When an 

individual experiences social conflict, he or she has to cope with potential rejection. Previous 

research has shown that people who have been rejected show poorer self-control than people 

who have not been rejected. When participants were given feedback saying that no one else in 

the group wanted them as a partner, they consumed less of a healthy, but bad tasting, drink than 

the participants who were not given rejection feedback. However, researchers found that if 

participants were paid for their performance, rejected participants no longer showed self-control 

impairments. This suggests that after being rejected, people’s self control deficit is from 

reluctance and lack of motivation to self-control, not an inability to do so. If an individual is 
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constantly engaged in conflict, he or she may also become more reluctant to exercise self-

control, even in domains unrelated to the rejection.  

 

The Present Study 

When dealing with conflict, individuals need self-control to control their emotions, 

present themselves positively, accommodate their difficult partner, and face the potential 

rejection that may come with the dissolution of the relationship. The present series of studies 

were designed to test the hypothesis that social conflict impairs self-control. Study 1 tested the 

hypothesis that individuals who self-reported more social conflict in the past week would show 

poorer state self-control in the lab than individuals who self-reported less social conflict in the 

past week. Study 2 tested the hypothesis that the effect of social conflict on self-control would 

only be apparent when self-control resources were low. To test this, we manipulated depletion. 

We predicted that among depleted participants, people who reported high social conflict would 

show poorer state self-control than people who reported low social conflict. We also predicted 

that, in both studies, participants who reported better trait self-control would report experiencing 

less conflict than participants who reported having poorer trait self-control. 

Study 1 

In Study 1, we tested the hypothesis that individuals who reported having more social 

conflict in the past week would show poorer self-control in the lab than individuals who report 

having less social conflict. Because we predicted that only recent conflict would impair self-

control, we adapted the Test of Negative Social Exchange (TENSE) to measure amount of social 

conflict the participant experienced in the past week (Finch, Okun, Pool, & Ruehlman, 1999). In 

this study we measured state self-control by recording how long participants worked on an 
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unsolvable puzzle and how many attempts they made at solving the puzzle (Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998).  Because we were measuring social conflict rather than 

manipulating it, it was possible that the relationship between social conflict and self-control was 

due to people with poor self-control attracting a greater amount of conflict than people with good 

self-control. In order to control for this, we included a questionnaire to measure trait self-control. 

If social conflict predicts state self-control, even when controlling for trait self-control, this 

would provide evidence that social conflict may result in temporarily lower self-control 

resources.  We also tested for a general relationship between self-control and social conflict by 

testing the hypothesis that people with better trait self-control would report greater social conflict 

than people with poorer trait self-control. 

Method 

Participants. Data were collected from 23 participants (16 female and 6 male). The 

participants were students from an introductory psychology class and data were collected in 

individual sessions.  

Measures 

Test of Negative Social Exchange. In order to measure recent social conflict, we 

adapted the Test of Negative Social Exchange (TENSE) to measure conflict in the past week 

(Finch, Okun, Pool, & Ruehlman, 1999). Participants are asked to indicate on a scale from 0 

(Not at all) to 8 (Frequently) the frequency with which someone behaved in particular ways 

towards them in the past week. Participants were asked to indicate how frequently other people 

behaved in ways that were angry (e.g. “lost his or her temper with me”), insensitivity (e.g. “took 

my feelings lightly”), and interfering/hindering (e.g. “distracted me when I was doing something 

important”).  
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Trait Self-Control Questionnaire. The trait self-control scale asked participants to rate 

their agreement with statements such as “I am good at resisting temptation” and “I often act 

without thinking through all the alternatives” on a scale of 1(not at all like me) to 5 (very much 

like me) (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004).  

State Self-control Task. The unsolvable puzzle task measures self-control by measuring 

persistence. Participants were asked to trace over the lines of a shape without lifting the 

highlighter from the paper or retracing any lines. Participants were told, “You can take as much 

time and as many trials as you want. You will not be judged on the number of trials or the time 

you take. You will be judged on whether or not you finish tracing the figures. If you wish to stop 

before you finish (i.e., solve all the puzzles), ring the bell on the table” (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, 

Muraven, & Tice, 1998). The experimenter timed how long participants worked on the puzzle 

before giving up and how many attempts they made at solving the puzzle. 

Procedure  

Participants signed up for a study on personality and problem solving.  Participants 

completed the TENSE, the unsolvable puzzle task, and the Trait Self Control Scale. To prevent 

order effects, the order of the TENSE and the unsolvable puzzle task were counterbalanced. The 

participants were then given a demographic questionnaire. After participants completed the 

questionnaire, they were debriefed and thanked for their participation. 

Results 

The sub-scores for the TENSE were centered. Then, each was entered into regression 

analyses with trait self-control, predicting the amount of time participants spent solving the 

puzzle and the number of attempts participants made at the puzzles. There was no significant 

effect of anger on puzzle time β = -.25, t (19) = -1.10, p = .27 or puzzle attempts β = .10, t (19) = 
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.42, p = .68. Insensitivity did not significantly predict puzzle time β = -.19, t (19) = -.45, p = .66 

or puzzle attempts β = .15, t (19) = .68, p = .51. There was also no significant effect of 

interference/hindrance on puzzle time β = -.29, t (19) = -1.33, p = .20 or puzzle attempts β = -.14, 

t (19) = -.66, p = .52. 

A separate set of analyses were conducted to test whether trait self-control predicted 

social conflict. Trait self-control did not significantly predict how often participants reported 

having others angry at them β = -.33, t (20) = -1.53, p = .14. Reported insensitivity was not 

significantly predicted by trait self-control β = -.15, t (20) = -.66, p = .53. Trait self-control did 

not significantly predict how often participants reported interference/hindrance in their 

relationships β = .02, t (20) = .08, p = .93.  

Discussion 

In Study 1, we found no evidence that recent social conflict impaired participants’ ability 

to exercise self-control in the lab. The amount of anger, hostility, and interference/hindrance 

participants reported experiencing in the past week did not significantly predict the number of 

attempts or amount of time participants persisted on the unsolvable puzzles. We also found no 

relationship between recent social conflict and trait self-control. This could be due, in part, to the 

small number of participants collected for Study 1. Because social conflict did not seem to be a 

significant predictor of state self-control, we stopped collecting data on this study and changed 

the study design for Study 2. 

Study 2 

After finding no significant differences between individuals with high and low social 

conflict in state self-control, we designed a study to test the hypothesis that differences in self-

control between people with high and low social conflict may only be apparent when self-control 
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resources have been reduced. In order to test this hypothesis, we used the e-task to manipulate 

the amount of self-control resources participants had available. One form of self-control is 

overriding habitual behaviors. The e-task instructs participants in the depletion condition to form 

a habit, and then break it (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998).   

Because social conflict may only impair self-control if it is part of an ongoing 

relationship, we added a measure of social conflict with a close other to Study 2. The Quality of 

Relationship Inventory (QRI) measures the amount of social conflict a person experiences with a 

specific person in their life (Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1991). For the purpose of our study, we 

asked them to answer the questions regarding the person they have seen the most in the past 

month. In addition to measure conflict, the QRI also measures social support. We predicted that 

individuals who reported having high levels of social conflict would show lower levels of state 

self-control.  

We measured state self-control by asking participants to drink as much of an ostensibly 

healthy, but bad tasting beverage as they could, and measuring how much they drank. 

Participants were required to use self-control to override their dislike for the drink in order to 

drink something that they knew was healthy for them (Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & Muraven, 

2007). As in Study 1, we controlled for trait-self control in order to control for the possibility that 

people with poor self-control may attract social conflict. In Study 2, we also tested the 

hypothesis that individuals with high trait self-control would report less social conflict than 

individuals with low trait self-control. 

Method 
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Participants. Data were collected from 84 participants (27 male and 57 female). The 

participants were students from an introductory psychology class and data were collected in 

individual sessions.  

 

Measures 

Test of Negative Social Exchange. In order to measure recent social conflict, we used 

the adapted version of the TENSE used in Study 1 (Finch, Okun, Pool, & Ruehlman, 1999).  

Quality of Relationship Inventory. The Quality of Relationship Inventory (QRI) was 

used to measure social support and perceived conflict (Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1991). 

Participants were asked to rate the frequency of various forms of conflict on a scale of 1 (Not at 

all) to 5 (Extremely). Participants are asked to answer questions assessing conflict (“How often 

does this person make you feel angry?”) and social support (“To what extent can you turn to this 

person for advice about problems?”). For the purpose of this study, we asked participants to 

answer questions regarding the relationship with the person that they have seen the most over the 

past month.  

Depletion Manipulation. In order to manipulate self-control resources, participants were 

given a page a journal of advanced chemistry and told to cross out the letter “e” (Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998). All participants were then given a second page from the 

research paper. Participants in the control condition were asked to continue crossing out the letter 

“e” on this second page. For the participants assigned to the ego-depletion condition, the task 

was made more challenging. They were told only to cross out the letter “e” if it was not adjacent 

to another vowel or one letter removed from another vowel. For example, the participant would 

not cross out the letter “e” in the words “read” or “vowel”. Self-control resources are used any 
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time an individual has to override a behavior. This task requires participants to form a habit, and 

then use self-control to break it.  

State self-control task. The subjects were asked to consume an ostensibly healthy but 

bad-tasting vinegar beverage as a measure of state self-control (Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & 

Muraven, 2007). The participants were told that this task was part of a separate study and were 

asked to read an article about how vinegar was good for their health. This beverage contains 

unsweetened lemonade-flavored Kool-Aid with one cup of vinegar in substitution for the one 

cup of sugar normally added. Participants were presented with eight cups containing one fluid 

ounce each. After each cup, the experimenter would ask if they were ready for another cup. After 

all eight of the cups were consumed, the experimenter would bring more cups until the 

participant said they didn’t want anymore.  

Trait Self-Control Questionnaire. Trait self-control was measured using the trait self-

control measure used in Study 1 (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004).  

Procedure  

Participants signed up for a study on personality and attention to detail. Participants 

completed the TENSE, QRI, the Trait Self-Control questionnaire, and the e-task. Participants 

were told that a separate study was being conducted on taste perception and were asked to drink 

as many cups of the healthy lemonade beverage as possible.  

The order of the depletion measure and the social conflict measure was counterbalanced. 

Some participants completed the measure of social conflict before doing the vinegar task while 

other participants completed the vinegar task before measuring social conflict. The participants 

were then given a demographic questionnaire. After the participant completed the questionnaire, 

they were debriefed and thanked for their participation. 
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Results 

Each TENSE subscale was centered and entered into regression analyses with depletion 

condition and trait self-control predicting number of cups drunk. There was no significant main 

effect of anger on cups drunk β = -.01, t (79) = -.06, p = .96. There was no significant main effect 

of depletion on cups drunk β = .14, t (79) = 1.23, p = .22. Contrary to prediction, there was also 

no significant interaction between anger and depletion β = .10, t(79) = .88, p = .38. 

There was no significant main effect of insensitivity on cups drunk β = .07, t (79) = .60, p 

= .55. We found no significant main effect of depletion on cups drunk β = .14, t (79) = 1.26, p = 

.21. Contrary to prediction, there was also no significant interaction between insensitivity and 

depletion on cups drunk β = .10, t (79) = .87, p = .39. 

There was no significant main effect of interference/hindrance on cups drunk β = -.02, t 

(79) = -.18, p = .86. There was no significant main effect of depletion on cups drunk β = .14, t 

(79) = 1.24, p = .22. Contrary to prediction, there was also no significant interaction between 

anger and depletion predicting number of cups drunk β = .10, t (79) = .86, p = .39. 

The conflict and support subscales of the QRI were centered and entered into regression 

analyses with depletion condition and trait self-control predicting number of cups drank. 

Participants who reported more social support drank marginally more cups of the vinegar 

mixture than participants who reported less social support, β = .20, t (79) = 1.79, p = .08. There 

was no significant main effect of depletion on cups drunk β = .12, t (79) = 1.14, p = .26. Contrary 

to prediction, the interaction between social support and depletion did not significantly predict 

the amount of cups drunk β = .11, t (79) = 1.02, p = .31. 

There was no significant main effect of conflict on cups drunk β = .08, t (79) = .71, p = 

.48. There was no significant main effect of depletion on cups drunk β = .13, t (79) = 1.19, p = 
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.24. Contrary to prediction, there was also no significant interaction between conflict and 

depletion predicting cups drunk β = .02, t (79) = -.22, p = .83. 

In order to test the hypothesis that people with high trait self-control report lower 

conflict, we tested whether trait self-control predicted social conflict, controlling for depletion 

condition. Participants with lower self-control reported having more anger directed at them than 

participants with lower self-control β = -.25, t (81) = -2.31, p = .02. Participants with lower self-

control reported having marginally more insensitivity directed at them β = -.19, t (81) = -1.69, p 

= .10 than participants with higher self-control. Participants with lower self-control reported 

being interfered with more than participants with higher levels of trait self-control β = -.34, t (81) 

= -3.21, p = .002.  Participants with lower levels of self-control reported higher levels of conflict 

than those with higher levels of self-control β = -.25, t (81) = -2.33, p = .02. There was no 

significant relationship between of social support on trait self-control β = .16, t (81) = 1.48, p = 

.14. 

Discussion 

Participants with better trait self-control reported having less anger directed at them, less 

interference with their goals from others, and less social conflict than participants with poor trait 

self-control. We did not find any evidence that social conflict decreased self-control performance 

in lab, even when participants had been depleted by a previous act of self-control. This suggests 

that any relationship between social conflict and trait self-control may be due to people with high 

trait self-control experiencing less social conflict. Because we did not see a significant main 

effect of depletion on the number of cups participants drank, it is possible that we did not 

successfully manipulate depletion in this study.  
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Although conflict did not predict state self-control, social support was a marginally 

significant predictor of state self-control. Individuals with higher levels of social support drank 

slightly more of the vinegar beverage than those with lower levels of social support.  

 

 

General Discussion 

The present investigation tested the hypothesis that social conflict impaired self-control. 

Across two studies, self-reported conflict did not predict people’s ability to exercise self-control 

in the lab. However, in Study 2 (though not in Study 1), trait self-control was significantly 

correlated with social conflict. This provides some evidence people with higher trait self-control 

experience less social conflict than people with lower trait self-control, but the causal direction 

of the effect is still unclear.  

Study 1 tested the hypothesis that people with high social conflict would demonstrate 

poorer state self-control that people with low social conflict. Social conflict did not significantly 

predict the number of attempts the participant made nor the amount of time the participant spent 

trying to solve the unsolvable puzzle. Social conflict also was not significantly correlated with 

trait self-control. This could be due, in part, to the small number of participants in this study. 

Study 1 did not support our hypothesis that social conflict impairs self-control. 

Study 2 was designed to test the hypothesis that individuals who reported more social 

conflict would show poorer self-control when depleted than individuals who reported less social 

conflict. The results for Study 2 found that social conflict in general over the past week or with 

the person that the participant saw the most in a month were not significant predictors of state 

self-control, even when participants were depleted. Although social conflict was the main focus 
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of our studies, we did include a measure of social support in Study 2. We found that individuals 

with higher levels of social support drank slightly more of the vinegar beverage than those with 

lower levels of social support. Social conflict does not seem to temporarily impair self-control 

performance, but social support may temporarily bolster it. 

In Study 2, trait self-control was a significant predictor of social conflict. Individuals with 

good self-control reported less interference/hindrance, anger, and conflict directed at them than 

individuals with poor self-control. This suggests that people with better trait self-control had 

relationships with less conflict. 

 There are a few possible reasons why we failed to find a relationship between social 

conflict and state self-control. One possible reason is that social conflict may only have a very 

temporary effect on state self-control. We attempted to address the short amount of time the 

effect social conflict has by modifying the TENSE to only apply to the past week. Individuals 

may in fact have reduced self-control resources at the time of social conflict, but these effects 

may not last. To test this, future research could involve manipulating social conflict in the lab 

and then measure state self-control. This would allow for a more controlled test of the 

hypothesis. Although conflict may have an immediate effect on self-control, the present research 

provides no evidence that conflict results in any enduring impairments in self-control.  

Another possible reason why these studies did not produce significant results for state 

self-control was because of problems with the depletion manipulation and self-control measure. 

In Study 2, there was no main effect of depletion condition on the number of cups drunk. This 

suggests that the depletion manipulation may not have been successful. It is also possible that 

there was a problem with the measure of self-control used in the second study. The number of 

cups drunk in our study did not replicate the results from previous studies. Previous studies using 
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the same procedure for the vinegar task found that participants drank 2.67 (when depleted) to 

5.58 (not depleted) fluid ounces (Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & Muraven, 2007). In this study, 

participants drank an average of 8.74 one ounce cups. This could possibly be due to the fact that 

(at least some) participants were thinking about social conflict, which may have increased their 

desire to impress their experimenter.  

Despite the lack of significant findings for social conflict on state self-control, Study 2 

did find a significant relationship between trait self-control and social conflict. This is consistent 

with previous research showing the positive effects of self-control (Vohs, Catrin, & Baumeister, 

2011; Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004;  Lepore, 1992). Although we predicted that social 

conflict would reduce self-control, it may simply be that people with good self-control end up 

with less conflict in their life. This is consistent with previous research showing that couples with 

higher combined self-control scores self-report less conflict than couples with lower combined 

self-control score (Vohs, Baumeister, & Ciarocco, 2005). People with high levels of self-control 

are less likely to say inappropriate things to friends and act without thinking through alternatives 

than people with low self-control. If an individual can control what they say and do, they are less 

likely to encounter conflict.  

These studies provide some evidence that individuals with better self-control experience 

less conflict. However, contrary to our hypothesis, we found no evidence that social conflict 

undermines people’s ability to exercise self-control. In our earlier example, Marshal may not be 

struggling with self-control because of his roommate conflict. It may be that Marshal’s poor trait 

self-control causes both the conflict with his roommates and his poor dieting, exercising, and 

studying habits. 
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