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Abstract

Mentally contrasting a desired future with present reality fosters selective goal pursuit: People pursue feasible desired futures
and let go from unfeasible ones. We investigated whether people are more inclined to spontaneously use mental contrasting
when they feel responsibility. Studies | and 2 provided correlational evidence: Employees who felt responsible for completing
an important team project (Study |) and MTurk users who felt and actively took social responsibility (Study 2) were more
inclined to use mental contrasting. Studies 3 and 4 added experimental evidence: Students who were instructed to imagine
responsibility for giving an excellent class presentation in a group or alone (Study 3) and participants who elaborated on
an idiosyncratic wish that involved responsibility for others or themselves tended to use mental contrasting (Study 4).
Apparently, people who feel or take responsibility for others, the society, or themselves are more likely to use mental

contrasting as a self-regulation tool.
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A student is preparing an important class presentation together
with a group of fellow students. She feels responsible for mak-
ing the collaborative presentation a success. Imagining the
desired future of giving an outstanding group presentation—
feeling like a good team player—and then identifying the cru-
cial inner obstacle that may keep her from preparing for the
presentation—shyness to speak up—should make her recog-
nize that she needs to take action (e.g., speak up and make her
contribution). Thus, envisioning both the desired future and the
critical obstacle (i.e. mental contrasting) will lead the student to
act toward making her contribution to the team project.

Mental contrasting helps people to act on important per-
sonal projects. At the same time, people tend to spontane-
ously use mental contrasting when the demand to act is
high rather than low. Here, we asked whether people are
more inclined to spontaneously use mental contrasting
when they feel responsible to act on important projects. We
investigated feelings of responsibility not only regarding
personal projects (fulfilling an idiosyncratic wish), but also
regarding projects that benefit others (giving an excellent
team presentation) or the society at large (acting in a
socially responsible way). In doing so, we used correla-
tional and experimental designs. Concerning the student
above, we posit that the more responsible she feels for mak-
ing the team presentation a success, the more likely she is
to use mental contrasting.

Mental Contrasting

When people employ mental contrasting, they first name an
important wish (“starting a charity project”). They then
identify and envision the best outcome of their desired
future (“feelings of doing meaningful work”) and identify
and envision their present reality that may stand in the way
of realizing their wish (“not knowing how to start a charity
project”). Envisioning first the desired future and immedi-
ately thereafter the present reality strengthens implicit asso-
ciative links between future and reality (Kappes & Oettingen,
2014) and between the reality and means to surmount the
reality (“checking the Internet”; Kappes et al., 2012). It also
leads people to realize they need to overcome the reality to
fulfill their wish (Kappes et al., 2013). These effects occur if
people expect they can overcome the obstacle (i.e., have
high expectations of success). If they expect they cannot
overcome the obstacle (i.e., have low expectations), mental
contrasting weakens associative links between future and
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reality and between reality and means to overcome the real-
ity, and it keeps people from seeing their reality as an obsta-
cle to their desired future. In sum, mental contrasting
produces selective goal pursuit; people will vigorously pur-
sue their wish when expectations are high but will let go
when expectations are low.

Imagining the desired future only (indulging) or the pres-
ent reality only (dwelling) does not change future—reality
and reality—means links and does not make people recognize
that the reality is an obstacle to their desired future. Similarly,
envisioning the reality before the future (reverse contrasting)
does not change respective associative links because the real-
ity is not perceived in the context of the desired future and
thus cannot be recognized as an obstacle to the desired future
(Kappes & Oettingen, 2014). To sum up, mental contrasting
more than indulging, dwelling, or reverse contrasting pro-
duces changes in implicit associative links which in turn
mediate the effect of mental contrasting on selective (expec-
tations-based) goal pursuit.

Inducing Mental Contrasting

Most studies on mental contrasting experimentally induced
mental contrasting to investigate its effects on selective goal
pursuit. The participants in these studies first wrote down a
personally important wish from a specific domain. Those in
the mental contrasting condition then named and elaborated
the best aspect they associate with having realized their
desired future. Directly after this, they named and elaborated
an aspect of their current reality that prevents them from
realizing their desired future. Typical control conditions
were an indulging condition (participants named and elabo-
rated the best aspect of their desired future followed by their
second best future aspect), a dwelling condition (participants
named and elaborated their most crucial reality aspect fol-
lowed by their second most crucial reality aspect), a reverse
contrasting condition (participants named and elaborated
their most crucial reality aspect followed by their best future
aspect), or an irrelevant content condition (participants
named and elaborated irrelevant content).

The dependent variable was goal pursuit measured by
cognitive (planning), affective (anticipated emotions in case
of failure), motivational (commitment), physiological
(effort), and behavioral indicators (performance). The indi-
cators were self-reported or observed and were measured
directly after the mental procedure or weeks later. In these
studies, mentally contrasting participants more than those in
the control conditions evinced selective goal pursuit
(Oettingen, 2000; Oettingen et al., 2009; Sevincer et al.,
2014; summaries by Oettingen & Sevincer, 2018; Sevincer
& Oettingen, 2015). Also, in intervention studies, mental
contrasting helped participants in their everyday life to suc-
cessfully act on attaining their desired futures such as becom-
ing more physically active (Sheeran et al., 2013), or excelling
at school (Gollwitzer et al., 2011).

Measuring Mental Contrasting

There also is a measure to assess the spontaneous use of
mental contrasting (Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013). Mirroring
the procedure to induce mental contrasting, participants are
first asked to name an important personal wish. Then they
freely write about their wish, and their texts are content ana-
lyzed to identify participants’ mode of thought. Studies sup-
ported the predictive (Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013),
concurrent (Sevincer et al., 2015), convergent, and discrimi-
nant validity (Sevincer et al., 2017) of the coding system. In
sum, the method is a reliable and valid measure of spontane-
ous mental contrasting.

The measure has been employed to examine persons’
states and traits that are associated with whether they use
mental contrasting. Because mental contrasting is cogni-
tively demanding, making participants mentally fatigued
(Muraven & Baumeister, 2000) led to a lower number of par-
ticipants who used mental contrasting (Sevincer et al., 2015).
Also, because mental contrasting is an effective strategy to
set priorities and manage one’s everyday life, people who are
well self-regulated used mental contrasting (Sevincer et al.,
2017).

Studies also investigated in which situations people spon-
taneously use mental contrasting. Participants who experi-
enced a high (vs. low) demand to act toward attaining their
desired future, for example, when facing a planned or neces-
sary action that was immediate (vs. not immediate) used
mental contrasting (Sevincer et al., 2018). We go beyond
previous research by investigating whether people are more
likely to use mental contrasting when they feel responsible
for others, the society, or themselves. This might be the case
because people who feel responsible should be more com-
pelled to act and therefore more inclined to self-regulate by
mental contrasting.

Responsibility

The concept of responsibility has received attention in the
fields of philosophy, sociology, political science, economics,
law, and psychology. Generally, responsibility is understood
as a triangular relationship between a subject (e.g., a person,
group, or institution), an object (e.g., oneself, another person,
or the society at large), and an authority (e.g., one’s own ide-
als, one’s employer, or the law). In this relationship, the acting
subject is responsible for an object performing an action or
attaining an outcome toward the authority. For example, a
middle-level manager is responsible for his subordinates
completing a work project toward his boss, a person on a diet
is responsible for eating low-fat food toward his conscience,
or a religious person feels responsible for the welfare of soci-
ety toward god. The to-be-performed action or to-be-attained
outcome varies from area to area (politics, economics, law)
and may range from specific tasks (giving a presentation) to
broad outcomes (contributing to the welfare of society). In
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psychology, responsibility is further differentiated as an indi-
vidual difference or person attribute (some persons feel more
responsible for people in need than others; Berkowitz &
Daniels, 1964; Bierhoff, 2000) versus a situational state (in
some situations people feel more responsible to help than in
other situations; Darley & Latané, 1968; Heider, 1958).

To encompass these different aspects of responsibility, we
operationalized responsibility in different ways to examine
its relationship to (and effect on) the use of mental contrast-
ing. Studies 1 and 2 examined responsibility as a person attri-
bute. Study 1 focused on participants’ responsibility for their
work team completing a specific project, and Study 2 focused
on participants’ responsibility for contributing to the welfare
of society at large. Studies 3 and 4 examined responsibility
elicited in the situation. Study 3 focused on students’ respon-
sibility for giving a class presentation alone or together with
their fellow students, and Study 4 focused on participants’
idiosyncratic wishes that involve responsibility for them-
selves or others.

We suspected that people who experience responsibility
(vs. no responsibility) would be more inclined to engage in
mental contrasting, because mental contrasting is a self-reg-
ulation strategy that helps people to act, and people who
experience responsibility feel compelled to take action to
fulfill their responsibility.

Responsibility and Self-Regulation

Support for the idea that people who feel responsibility are
more inclined to take action and self-regulate their behavior
comes from several lines of research. First, in research on
diffusion of responsibility, bystanders who witnessed an
accident and felt personal responsibility because they were
the only person around were more likely to help than bystand-
ers who had diffused responsibility because there were other
people present (Darley & Latané, 1968; meta-analysis by
Fischer et al., 2011). Another study used Milgram’s (1974)
obedience paradigm. Participants who were assigned sole
responsibility for the decision to give shocks to an alleged
fellow participant gave milder shocks than participants who
were assigned to a three-member team (Bandura et al., 1975).

Second, according to the norm-activation model
(Schwartz, 1977), personal responsibility is a determinant of
people’s readiness to act, particularly when it comes to pro-
social actions. Personal responsibility and awareness of the
consequences of one’s action (or inaction) impact people’s
personal norms, which in turn guide their actions. In research
on environmental-friendly behavior, people who self-
reported stronger feelings of responsibility reported stronger
intentions to act environmental-friendly and reported acting
in a more environmentally friendly way (e.g., buying energy-
saving light bulbs; Kaiser et al., 1999; Liere & Dunlap,
1978).

Finally, responsibility not only encompasses responsibil-
ity for others or the society, but also for oneself. When

participants’ felt responsibility for the welfare of their future
self was activated, they engaged in more effective future-
oriented self-regulation—they increased their retirement
savings (Bryan & Hershfield, 2013).

The Present Research

To examine the link between responsibility and spontaneous
self-regulation by mental contrasting, in Studies 1 and 2 we
used a correlational design. Study 1 investigated whether
employees who reported feeling more rather than less
responsible for completing an important team project would
use mental contrasting when thinking about their project. In
Study 2, we measured whether participants who feel and
actively take more responsibility for the welfare of the soci-
ety would use mental contrasting when thinking about an
important wish directed at benefiting their society. Studies 3
and 4 used an experimental design to establish a causal
effect of responsibility on mental contrasting. Study 3
manipulated responsibility for self, others, or self and others
versus no responsibility using a scenario method, and Study
4 manipulated responsibility by asking participants to elabo-
rate on an idiosyncratic personal wish that either involved
responsibility for self, others, self and others, or no respon-
sibility. In all three studies, we measured spontaneous men-
tal contrasting using the method by Sevincer and Oettingen
(2013).

In our first study, we recruited employees of a large
German company who worked in small teams. To measure
how much the employees felt responsible for their team
completing an important project, we asked participants to
complete the Experienced Responsibility for the Work sub-
scale of the Job Diagnostic Survey (Hackman & Oldham,
1975). The scale measures the degree to which employees
feel personally accountable and responsible for the results
of their work. This was our primary measure of responsibil-
ity in Study 1.

In addition, we reasoned that people feel more responsi-
bility the fewer other people are in a group to share the
responsibility. For example, visitors in a restaurant gave
higher tips when they were with a small rather than large
group (Freeman et al., 1975), and people were more likely to
help a stranger the fewer other people were around (Darley
& Latané, 1968). Moreover, research on social loafing sug-
gests that people contribute more to a desired group outcome
the smaller their group is (Karau & Williams, 1993). For
example, in a rope-pulling contest, the smaller a group was
the more effort each group member contributed to the contest
(Kravitz & Martin, 1986). Therefore, as a proxy of the
responsibility that the employees felt in their team, we asked
them to report the number of co-workers in their team. The
fewer co-workers were in a team, the more personal respon-
sibility each team member may feel for the project. The
reported number of team members was our secondary mea-
sure of responsibility in Study 1.
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We then assessed whether the employees mentally con-
trasted when thinking about their project. We suspected that
it would be the employees who felt more responsibility for
the success of their team who used mental contrasting rather
than those who felt less responsibility.

Study |: Responsibility for Completing
a Team Project at Work

Method

Participants and design. Ninety employees (48 male, 41
female, one unidentified, Mage = 38.21 years, SD = 11.32) of
a large international company in Germany completed the
study online. Because there were no prior studies on the rela-
tionship between responsibility and spontaneous mental con-
trasting, we recruited as many employees as we could.
Employees were recruited via word of mouth advertising at
their company. The study used a cross-sectional, correla-
tional design.

Procedure

Project, expectations, and incentive. Employees first
named the team project they were currently working on.
They named, for example, “process optimization.” In
line with prior research (Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013), to
examine whether our hypothesized results remain robust
over and above differences in employees’ expectations
of successfully completing their project and their incen-
tive of completing the project, we measured expectations
and incentive. We used analogous items as in our previous
studies on mental contrasting, here focused on completing
a work project. To measure expectations, we asked “How
likely is it that you will successfully complete the project?”
and to measure incentive, “How important is it to you to
successfully complete the project?” (7-point scales; | = not
at all, 7 = very).

Responsibility for the team project

Felt responsibility. To assess employees’ felt responsi-
bility for bringing the project to successful completion, we
used the German version of the Experienced Responsibility
for the Work subscale of the Job Diagnostic Survey (Schmidt
& Kleinbeck, 1999). The Job Diagnostic Survey is widely
used in practice and research. It has high internal and con-
struct validity. The Experienced Responsibility for the Work
subscale consists of six items (e.g., “I feel a very high degree
of personal responsibility for the work I do on this job”)
using 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = disagree strongly, 4 =
neutral, 7 = agree strongly). Following Hackman and Old-
ham (1975), we averaged the six items into an index of felt
responsibility (a0 = .56).

Given responsibility. As a secondary measure for the
responsibility employees had for completing their team proj-
ect we asked participants for the number of team members.

Assessment of self-regulatory thought. To measure mental
contrasting, we followed the procedure by Sevincer and Oet-
tingen (2013). We asked employees to freely think about their
project (verbatim instructions are in the supplemental mate-
rial). Employees typed their thoughts into a designated field.
We first segmented the texts into statements. A statement was
defined as at least one subject—predicate sequence or more.
Of the 90 employees, four (1%) listed only keywords (“dif-
ficult”). For those employees, we considered each keyword
as one statement.

Two trained raters then independently coded each state-
ment into one of three categories: (a) desired future, (b) pres-
ent reality, or (c) other. The raters were blind to participants’
responses on the other questionnaire items. Statements coded
as about the desired future included descriptions of desired
future events and consequences of realizing the desired
future, such as feelings, material and nonmaterial gains, and
improvements in the current situation. Statements coded as
about the present reality included descriptions of the present
reality and obstacles to realizing the desired future.
Statements coded into the category “other” included ambigu-
ous statements, statements about past events, the self in gen-
eral, and the experimental situation. The detailed coding
scheme and an example of one employee’s elaboration are
described in the supplemental material. Interrater agreement
was 87% (o = .82). Statements on which the raters disagreed
were coded into the category “other.”

An employee was classified as mentally contrasting if the
employee generated at least one statement about the desired
future and at least one statement about the present reality,
mentioning the future first; if the employee mentioned the
reality first, they were classified as reverse contrasting. An
employee was classified as indulging if they generated at
least one statement about the future but none about the real-
ity and as dwelling if they generated at least one statement
about the reality but none about the future. If an employee
generated only statements categorized as “other,” we did not
include the employee in any of the above categories.

We recorded the number of generated statements as an
indicator of how thoroughly employees elaborated on their
project. This measure allowed us to ensure that the hypothe-
sized relationship between responsibility and mental con-
trasting cannot be explained by a relationship between
responsibility and more thorough elaboration. To conclude,
employees completed a demographic questionnaire. In this
and all following studies we included descriptions of all con-
ditions. The complete materials for this and all following
studies are presented in the supplemental material.

Results

Descriptive analyses

Expectations, incentive, and number of statements. Table 1
depicts the descriptive statistics for expectations, incentive, and
the number of generated statements. In all studies, expectations
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Table I. Studies | to 4: Means and Standard Deviations (in Parenthesis) for Expectations and Incentive, Correlation Coefficients for the
Correlation Between Expectations and Incentive, and Mean Number of Generated Statements.

Study Expectations Incentive r expectations—incentive  Generated statements
| 6.01 (0.99) 6.56 (0.71) .35% 3.80 (2.82)
2 4.83 (1.69) 5.82 (1.26) A6* 4.35 (3.37)
3 5.39 (1.23) 5.78 (1.17) .55% 8.22 (5.62)
4 4.64 (1.86) 6.14 (1.17) A5* 7.36 (5.34)
*p < .05.
Table 2. Studies | to 4: Number of Participants Engaging in the Different Modes of Thought in Each Study.

Self-regulatory thought

Reverse

Study n Mental contrasting Indulging Dwelling contrasting Other
| 90 18 (20) 10 (1) 38 (42) 11 (12) 13 (14)
2 195 47 (24) 98 (50) 23 (12) 20 (10) 74)
3 240 71 (30) 57 (24) 48 (20) 52 (22) 12 (5)
4 260 57 (22) 102 (39) 52 (20) 33 (13) 16 (6)

Note. Percentages of the modes of thought within each study in parenthesis.

and incentive were above the midpoint of the 7-point scales,
indicating that participants had relatively high expectations and
incentive. Moreover, in all studies the number of statements
differed between the four modes of thought (see analyses in
the supplemental material). Following Sevincer et al. (2017,
2015), to verify that the hypothesized pattern is not due to vari-
ations in expectations, incentive, or the number of statements
we controlled for these variables in all four studies.

Responsibility for the team project. Employees mean felt
responsibility for their team project was above the midpoint
of the 7-point scale (M = 4.70; SD = 0.78), indicating that
employees felt high responsibility for their project. Employ-
ees reported on average working with 6.82 (SD = 8.60) col-
leagues on their project. The number of coworkers working
on a project did not correlate with employees’ felt responsi-
bility, » = —.06, p =.58.

Self-regulatory thought. Table 2 depicts the number of
participants using each mode of thought in all four stud-
ies. In line with Sevincer and Oettingen (2013), employees
who generated only statements categorized as “other” were
excluded from the analyses. We dummy-coded the categori-
cal self-regulatory thought variable into mental contrasting
(0) versus not mental contrasting (1; indulging, dwelling,
and reverse contrasting combined).

Relationship between responsibility and mental contrasting

Felt responsibility and mental contrasting. Felt responsibility
correlated positively with the dummy-coded mental contrasting

variable, » = .30, p = .009 (point-biserial correlation), indi-
cating that, as predicted, employees who felt more responsi-
bility for their team project used mental contrasting rather
than those who felt less responsibility. Of the one fourth of
employees who felt the most responsibility 35% used mental
contrasting, compared with 17% of the one fourth who felt
the least responsibility. To control for expectations, incentive,
and the number of statements, we conducted hierarchical
binary logistic regression analyses with the felt responsibility
index as predictor in the first step and the dummy-coded men-
tal contrasting variable as the dependent variable. Felt respon-
sibility predicted mental contrasting. When we added
expectations, incentive, and the number of statements as pre-
dictors in the second step, felt responsibility continued to pre-
dict mental contrasting. Thus, the pattern was robust when
controlling for the added variables. See Table 3 for a sum-
mary of the regression analyses.'

In each study, we also tested whether responsibility pre-
dicted each of the other modes of thought (indulging, dwell-
ing, and reverse contrasting). We describe these analyses in
the supplemental material and discuss the results in the
“General Discussion” section.

Given responsibility and mental contrasting. The number of
team members did not significantly correlate with the
dummy-coded mental contrasting variable, » = —.15,p = .21
(point-biserial correlation). The relationship was in the same
direction as the relationship between felt responsibility and
mental contrasting, however. The relationship remained non-
significant when we controlled for expectations, incentive,
and the number of statements (p = .20).
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Table 3. Studies | and 2: Summary of Hierarchical Binary Logistic Regression Analyses for Responsibility, Expectations, Incentive, and
Number of Statements Predicting the Dummy-Coded Mental Contrasting Variable (Mental Contrasting Versus Not).

Predictors AR? B SEB P OR* 95% CI°
Study |: Felt responsibility
Step | .14*
Responsibility for the Work Scale 1.06 42 0l 2.87 [1.26, 6.56]
Step 2 .05
Responsibility for the Work Scale 0.99 42 .02 2.68 [1.18,6.11]
Expectations 0.58 40 .14 1.79 [0.82, 3.91]
Incentive -0.32 46 .50 0.73 [0.29, 1.81]
Number of statements 0.04 .10 72 1.04 [0.86, 1.25]
Study 2: Felt responsibility
Step | .05%
Empathic Concern Scale 0.63 25 .0l 1.88 [1.15, 3.08]
Step 2 .04
Empathic Concern Scale 0.62 .28 .02 1.86 [1.08, 3.20]
Expectations -0.12 NN .30 0.89 [0.71, I.11]
Incentive 0.08 19 .66 1.08 [0.76, 1.56]
Number of statements 0.09 .05 .07 I.10 [0.99, 1.21]
Study 2: Self-reported taken responsibility
Step | .03*
Altruistic Personality Scale 0.51 .25 .04 1.66 [1.02,2.70]
Step 2 .04
Altruistic Personality Scale 0.47 26 .08 1.60 [0.95, 2.67]
Expectations -0.12 Nl .28 0.89 [0.71,1.10]
Incentive 0.15 .18 .39 I.16 [0.83, 1.64]
Number of statements 0.09 .05 .09 I.10 [0.99, 1.22]
Study 2: Observed taken responsibility
Step | .05%
Donated bonus (vs. not) 0.89 .35 .0l 2.43 [1.22, 4.81]
Step 2 .04
Donated bonus (vs. not) 0.76 .36 .03 2.19 [1.08, 3.43]
Expectations -0.12 1 27 0.88 [0.71, 1.11]
Incentive 0.19 A7 26 1.21 [0.87, 1.69]
Number of statements 0.08 .05 12 1.09 [0.98, 1.20]

Note. *p < .05. OR = odds ratio; Cl = confidence interval.

*ORs represent the likelihood that participants use mental contrasting with an increase in the predictor variable. For example, the OR of 2.87 for the
relationship between felt responsibility and the use of mental contrasting in Study | signifies that with a one-unit increase in participants’ felt responsibility
scores, the likelihood that participants use mental contrasting is 2.87 times as high. ® The 95% Cl is the confidence interval for the odds ratio. For
example, the confidence interval for the relationship between felt responsibility and the use of mental contrasting signifies that with a 95% probability the
true value (the population statistic) of the OR of 2.87 lies between 1.26 and 6.56.

Discussion

The employees who felt more responsibility for their team
project were more inclined to use mental contrasting than
those who felt less responsibility. The responsibility we
inferred by the number of co-workers in the team was not
significantly related to mental contrasting. The relationship
was in the same direction, however.

The effect size for the relationship between felt responsibil-
ity and mental contrasting was medium (point-biserial correla-
tion » = .27, transformed into d = 0.56; Cohen 1988, Lenhard
& Lenhard, 2016). The relationship was robust when we con-
trolled for employees’ expectations of successfully completing

the project, the incentive of completing the project, and the
number of statements they generated. The fact that the rela-
tionship between felt responsibility and mental contrasting
remained robust when controlling for the number of state-
ments speaks against the alternative explanation that the more
responsibility employees feel, the more they think and thus
write about their wish and that way responsibility was related
to the use of mental contrasting.

Study 1 focused on responsibility for small teams in work
contexts. In Study 2, we looked at social responsibility for the
welfare of the society at large. Social responsibility has been
conceptualized as an inclination to help other people to reach
their goals (Berkowitz & Daniels, 1964), as a readiness to
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actively engage in social life and fulfill one’s social duties
(Bierhoft, 2000), and as a moral obligation to act for the benefit
of society at large (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). Therefore, as
an indicator of participants’ felt social responsibility, we mea-
sured their self-reported empathy toward others. We also mea-
sured self-reported and actual behavior: Participants self-reported
their past prosocial behavior and, in addition, we gave them the
option to donate a part of their compensation for participating in
the study to a charity organization. Whether or not participants
donated was our indicator of observed social responsibility.

Mental contrasting was measured by content analyzing
participants’ thoughts about an important personal wish
directed at contributing to the welfare of society. We hypoth-
esized that it would be the participants who felt or took more
social responsibility who used mental contrasting rather than
those who felt or took less responsibility.

Study 2: Social Responsibility for
Contributing to the Welfare of Society

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 195 Americans who
completed the questionnaire online. They were recruited via
Mechanical Turk for a study on social responsibility (87
male, 105 female, three unidentified, M = 34.5 years, SD
= 10.1). To determine sample size, we paég;formed power cal-
culations using the observed effect size from Study 1. Given
a critical alpha of .05 and an effect size of » = .27, to detect
such an effect with high power (95%), we would need about
175 participants (Faul et al., 2007). Participants were informed
that they will receive US$0.50 for taking part and would
receive a bonus of additional US$0.50 if they fully completed
the study. At the end of the study, we then told participants
they could donate all or a part of their bonus to a charity orga-
nization. We recorded whether or not participants actively
took responsibility by donating to the charity. The study used
a cross-sectional, correlational design.

Procedure

Wish, expectations, and incentive. Participants named an
important personal wish directed at taking on more social
responsibility. They read: “For many people, responsibility
toward our fellow human beings has high importance in our
society today. Please name a personal wish that is important
to you and that is about taking on more social responsibility.”
Participants named for example “join UNICEF.” They then
indicated their expectations of successfully fulfilling their
wish (“How likely is it that you will achieve your wish?”)
and their incentive (“How important is it to you to achieve
your wish?”) using 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very).

Self-reported social responsibility measures
Felt responsibility. Participants completed the Empathic
Concern subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index

(IRI; Davis, 1983). The Empathic Concern subscale is a reli-
able and valid way of measuring feelings of sympathy and
compassion for others. It consists of seven items (e.g., “I
often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortu-
nate than me”) using a 5-point scale (1 = does not describe
me very well, 5 = describes me very well). Following Davis
(1983), we combined the items into one index of felt respon-
sibility (o0 = .88).

Self-reported taken responsibility. Participants com-
pleted the Altruistic Personality Scale (APS; Rushton et al.,
1981). The APS has high predictive and convergent validity
and is frequently used in research to measure past prosocial
actions (Rushton et al., 1981). It contains 20 items describing
prosocial acts the participants performed to help strangers
(e.g., “I have donated goods or clothes to a charity”). Par-
ticipants answered on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very
often). Following Rushton et al. (1981), we combined the
items into one index of self-reported taken responsibility (o
=.90).

Assessment of self-regulatory thought. As in Study 1, we
measured self-regulatory thought by asking participants to
freely write about the named wish and content analyzed their
texts using the procedure and coding scheme described in
Study 1 (see also Sevincer & Oettingen, 2013). Of the 195
participants, two (1%) listed only keywords. For the cod-
ing of the statements, agreement between the two raters was
83% (x = .72). To conclude, participants completed a demo-
graphic questionnaire.

Observed taken responsibility. We observed participants’
donation behavior. At the end of the questionnaire, we informed
participants that they now receive a bonus of US$0.50 for
having completed the questionnaire in addition to their pay
of US$0.50. We also told them that they have the option to
donate all or a part of their bonus to a charity organization.
Participants indicated whether they wanted to keep the bonus
or donate all or a part of it. We used whether or not partici-
pants donated as our observed indicator of their taken social
responsibility. On the final screen, participants were informed
that they would receive the entire bonus (all participants were
paid US$1.00) and given the link to the website of a child aid
organization in case they wanted to donate the money.

Results

Descriptive analyses

Expectations, incentive, and generated statements. Table |
depicts the descriptive statistics for expectations, incentive,
and the number of generated statements.

Social responsibilty measures. Participants’ mean self-
reported empathy toward others was at 4.03 (SD = .78)
of the 5-point scale, and their mean self-reported prosocial
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behavior was at 2.78 (SD = .71) of the 5-point scale. The two
self-reported social responsibility measures correlated posi-
tively, » = .30, p < .001. Of the 195 participants, 62 (32%)
chose to donate all or a part of their bonus to a charity orga-
nization. The 62 participants, who donated, donated on aver-
age US$0.36 of their US$0.50 bonus. Whether participants
donated correlated with their self-reported empathy toward
others and their self-reported prosocial behavior (point-bise-
rial correlations: » = .19 and r = .25, respectively, ps < .01).

Self-regulatory thought. Table 2 depicts the number of par-
ticipants using each mode of thought. As in Study 1, par-
ticipants who generated only statements categorized as other
were excluded and self-regulatory thought was dummy-
coded into mental contrasting (0) versus not (1).

Relationship between social responsibility and mental contrasting.
We conducted analogous analyses as in Study 1.

Felt responsibility and mental contrasting. Self-reported
empathy correlated positively with the dummy-coded mental
contrasting variable, » = .19, p = .010 (point-biserial cor-
relation). Of the one fourth of participants with the highest
scores, 33% used mental contrasting, compared with 13%
of the one fourth with the lowest scores. Hierarchical binary
logistic regression analyses with empathy as predictor in the
first step and the dummy-coded mental contrasting variable
as the dependent variable indicated that empathy predicted
mental contrasting. When we added expectations, incentive,
and the number of statements as predictors in the second
step, empathy continued to predict mental contrasting. See
Table 3 for a summary of the regression analyses.

Self-reported taken responsibility and mental contrasting. Self-
reported prosocial behavior correlated positively with the
dummy-coded mental contrasting variable, » = .15, p = .04
(point-biserial correlation). Of the one fourth of participants
with the highest scores, 28% used mental contrasting, com-
pared with 8% of the one fourth with the lowest scores. Hier-
archical binary logistic regression analyses indicated that
self-reported prosocial behavior tended to predict mental
contrasting. The relationship remained (marginally) signifi-
cant when we added expectations, incentive, and the number
of statements as predictors (Table 3).

Observed taken responsibility and mental contrasting. Because
whether or not participants donated was a dichotomous
variable, we first performed chi-square analyses. The pro-
portion of mental contrasting participants differed between
those who donated all or a part of their bonus and those
who did not, ¥*1) = 6.62, p = .010, ¢ = .19. Of the 62
participants who donated, 35% (22 participants) used men-
tal contrasting whereas of the 126 participants who did
not donate 20% (25 participants) used mental contrasting.

Hierarchical binary logistic regression analyses indicated
that the observed donation behavior predicted mental con-
trasting and the relationship remained significant when we
added expectations, incentive, and the number of state-
ments as predictors (Table 3).

Discussion

Participants who felt or actively took more social responsi-
bility (as assessed by their self-reported empathy, their self-
reported prosocial behavior, and their observed donation
behavior, respectively) tended to use mental contrasting
when writing about an important personal wish directed at
contributing to the welfare of society rather than those who
felt or took less responsibility. The effect size was medium
(point-biserial correlations » = .19 and .15 and ¢ = .19,
transformed into ds = 0.38, 0.30, and 0.38). The relationship
was robust when we controlled for expectations of success,
incentive, and the number of statements.

Studies 1 and 2 provide correlational evidence that
responsibility for others and for the society is related to
mental contrasting. Study 3 aimed to test whether responsi-
bility causally leads people to use mental contrasting. In the
academic domain, we examined university students’
responsibility for contributing to a good grade in a team
project. To manipulate responsibility we used a scenario
method. We asked the students to imagine they were pre-
paring a class presentation together with two fellow stu-
dents. At German universities, it is common that students
give class presentations in a group, and the presentations
are often graded, either individually or in a group. We used
four experimental conditions. We told the students to imag-
ine that their performance in the presentation would influ-
ence either their own grade only, their fellows’ grade only,
their own and their fellows’ grade, or neither their own nor
their fellows’ grade.

Because feeling responsibility rather than feeling no
responsibility should make people feel compelled to act,
regardless of whether the responsibility is directed to others
or oneself (Bryan & Hershfield, 2013; Fischer et al., 2011),
we hypothesized that of the students who imagined responsi-
bility (for self only, for others only, or for both self and oth-
ers) more students would use mental contrasting than of
those who imagined no responsibility.

Study 3: Responsibility for a Successful
Team Presentation

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 240 students from
Universities in Germany (54 male, 186 female, Mage = 24.64
years, SD = 5.30). To determine sample size, we performed
power calculations using the average observed effect size
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from Studies 1 and 2. Given a critical alpha of .05 and an
average effect size of d = .44, to detect such an effect with
95% power, we would need a total sample size of about 230
participants (Faul et al., 2007). Students were recruited via
several websites (e.g., Facebook) for a study on academic
tasks. To be eligible, students had to be currently enrolled in
auniversity. Students could win gift cards in a lottery for their
participation. The study was a scenario study with four exper-
imental conditions (responsibility-for-self condition, respon-
sibility-for-otherscondition,responsibility-for-self-and-others
condition vs. no-responsibility-control condition).

Procedure

Academic wish, expectations, and incentive. We asked stu-
dents to name a class in which they might be giving a pre-
sentation and to indicate the grade they aim to achieve in that
class. Furthermore, we measured students’ expectations of
success by two items (“How likely is it that you will achieve
your desired grade?”” and “How likely is it that you will give
an excellent presentation?”). We also measured their incen-
tive by two items (“How important is it to you to achieve
your desired grade?” and “How important is it to you to give
an excellent presentation?””). We used 7-point scales (1 = not
at all, 7 = very). Because the two expectations items and the
two incentive items correlated positively, » = .70 and r = .57,
respectively, ps < .001, we combined them into one index of
expectations and one index of incentive, respectively.

Responsibility manipulation and assessment of self-regulatory
thought. Following Sevincer et al. (2017, Study 2), we
embedded the experimental manipulation in the instruc-
tions to assess self-regulatory thought. We asked the students
to imagine that they will have to prepare a presentation in
the named class together with two fellow-students. In the
responsibility-for-self condition, students learned that their
presentation will influence their own course grade but not
that of their fellows; in the responsibility-for-others condi-
tion, they learned their presentation will not influence their
own course grade but that of their fellows; and in the respon-
sibility-for-self-and-others condition, they learned their pre-
sentation will influence their own course grade as well as
that of their fellows. The students in the no-responsibility
control condition learned that their presentation will influ-
ence neither their own course grade nor that of their fellows.
Students wrote down their thoughts in a designated field. We
assessed self-regulatory thought using the same procedure
and coding scheme as in Studies 1 and 2. Of the 240 students,
two (1%) listed only keywords. Two trained raters blind to
conditions independently coded the statements. Agreement
was 80% (k = .71).

Manipulation check. As a manipulation check, to verify that
the students in the four conditions correctly understood the
instructions to imagine the scenario, they answered the fol-
lowing questions: “How much do you think your presentation

will influence your own course grade?” and “How much do
you think your presentation will influence the course grades
of your fellow students” (7-point scales; 1 = not at all, 7 =
very). Students then completed a demographic questionnaire.’

Results

Descriptive analyses

Expectations and incentive, and generated statements. Table
1 depicts the descriptive statistics for expectations, incentive,
and the number of generated statements. Neither expecta-
tions nor incentive differed between conditions, Fs < 0.41,
ps > .74

Manipulation check. Participants differed between condi-
tions in that they imagined the scenarios according to the
respective instructions (see supplemental materials).

Self-regulatory thought. Table 4 depicts the frequency of
the modes of thought in the four conditions. As in Studies 1
and 2, students who generated only statements categorized
as “other” were excluded and self-regulatory thought was
dummy-coded into mental contrasting (0) versus not (1).

Effect of responsibility for self orland others on mental contrasting.
To test our hypothesis that imagining responsibility versus
imagining no responsibility leads students to use mental con-
trasting, we conducted binary logistic regression analyses
with the dummy-coded mental contrasting variable as the
dependent variable (Table 5, upper part). In the three respon-
sibility conditions combined, marginally more students used
mental contrasting (32%) than of those in the no-responsibil-
ity-control condition (21%), p = .097. When we added expec-
tations, incentive, and the number of statements as predictors
in the regression equations, the pattern remained the same.*
Exploratory analyses revealed that the use of mental con-
trasting did not differ between the three responsibility condi-
tions. When we compared the number of mental contrasting
participants between the no-responsibility-control condition
and each of the three responsibility conditions, only the differ-
ence between the no-responsibility-control condition (21%)
and the responsibility-for-self condition (37%) was signifi-
cant. We describe the analyses in the supplemental material.

Discussion

Of the students who imagined giving a group presentation
that would either influence their own course grade, that of
their fellow students, or both their own grade and that of their
fellows, marginally more students used mental contrasting
than of those who imagined that their presentation would
neither influence their own nor their fellows’ grades.
Apparently, feeling responsibility for oneself or others
tended to lead students to use mental contrasting rather than
feeling no responsibility. The effect size was small to medium
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Table 4. Studies 3 and 4: Number of Students Engaging in the Different Modes of Thought in Each Condition.

Self-regulatory thought

Responsibility Reverse
condition n Mental contrasting Indulging Dwelling contrasting Other
Study 3
Self 56 21 (37) 16 (29) 9 (16) 5(9) 5(9)
Others 63 21 (33) 6 (10) 16 (25) 18 (29) 2(3)
Self and Others 68 18 (26) 7 (10) 19 (28) 21 (31) 3(4)
Control 53 I @21) 28 (53) 4(8) 8 (15) 2 (4)
Study 4
Self 67 16 (24) 22 (33) 15 (22) 10 (15) 4 (6)
Others 63 19 (30) 20 (32) 12 (19) 8 (13) 4 (6)
Self and Others 62 18 (29) 21 (34) 13 (21) 5(8) 5(8)
Control 68 4 (6) 39 (57) 12 (18) 10 (15) 34

Note. Percentages of the modes of thought within each condition in parenthesis.

(odds ratio transformed into d = 0.35), and the pattern
remained marginally significant when we controlled for
expectations, incentive, and the number of generated
statements.

Study 3 had the following limitations, which we addressed
in Study 4. First, in Study 3, we used a hypothetical scenario
to manipulate responsibility. Because hypothetical scenarios
have limited ecological validity, in Study 4 we manipulated
responsibility by asking participants to name an important
personal wish from their everyday life that either involved
responsibility (for themselves, for others, or themselves and
others) or no responsibility. Second, the manipulation check
in Study 3 focused on whether participants correctly under-
stood the hypothetical scenario rather than whether they felt
responsibility. Therefore, in Study 4, we used a manipulation
check that focused on whether participants in the responsi-
bility conditions indeed named personal wishes that involved
more responsibility than those in the control condition.
Third, the difference in the number of participants using
mental contrasting between the no-responsibility-control
condition and the three responsibility conditions combined
was only marginally significant (p = .097); it was significant
only when comparing the no-responsibility-control condi-
tion with the responsibility-for-self condition.

The relatively small differences in the use of mental con-
trasting between the control condition and the responsibility
conditions might be explained by the instructions in the con-
trol condition: Participants were asked to imagine they would
be giving a classroom presentation with no impact on their
own or their fellows’ grades. The students in this condition
may still have felt some degree of responsibility for giving a
good presentation, even though the presentation would not
impact their grades. Therefore, in the control condition in
Study 4, we explicitly asked participants to name personal
wishes that involve no responsibility either for themselves or
others.

Study 4: Responsibility for an
Idiosyncratic Wish

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 260 Mechanical
Turk workers recruited for a study on personal wishes (134
male, 124 female, 2 unidentified, M,,. = 37.8 years, SD =
10.6). We performed power calculations using the average
observed effect size from Studies 1 to 3. Given a critical alpha
of .05 and an average effect size of d = 0.41, to detect such an
effect with 95% power, we would need a total sample size of
260 participants (Faul et al., 2007). We preregisterd the study
on: https://aspredicted.org/9db8f.pdf. Participants received
US$0.80 for taking part. The study used the same design as
Study 3 with four experimental conditions (responsibility-for-
self condition, responsibility-for-others condition, responsibil-
ity-for-self-and-others condition vs. no-responsibility-control
condition).

Procedure

Idiosyncratic wish and responsibility manipulation. We embed-
ded the experimental manipulation in the instructions to name
an important personal wish. In the responsibility-for-self con-
dition, we asked participants to name a wish that involves
responsibiliy for themselves but not others (they named, e.g.,
“I wish to get slimmer”); in the responsibility-for-others con-
dition, the named wish should involve responsibiliy for others
but not themselves (e.g., “I want to help my mom getting bet-
ter”); in the responsibility-for-self-and-others condition, the
wish should involve responsibility for both themselves and
others (e.g., “to support myself and my friends in debt); and in
the no responsibility control condition, neither for themselves
nor for others (e.g., “I wish to win the lottery”).

Manipulation check. Participants answered the following
questions: “How much responsibility overall does your wish
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Table 5. Studies 3 and 4: Summary of Hierarchical Binary Logistic Regression Analyses for the Dummy-Coded Responsibility Condition
Variable (No Responsibility Control Condition vs. the Other Three Conditions Combined), Expectations, Incentive, and Number of
Statements Predicting the Dummy-Coded Mental Contrasting Variable (Mental Contrasting vs. Not).

Predictor AR? B SEB p OR 95% ClI
Study 3
Step | .02
Responsibility condition 0.62 .38 .097 1.87 [0.89, 3.89]
Step 2 .0l
Responsibility condition 0.66 .38 .08 1.93 [0.92, 4.05]
Expectations 0.18 14 21 1.19 [0.91, 1.57]
Incentive -0.17 .15 .25 0.84 [0.63, 1.13]
Number of statements 0.01 .03 .96 1.00 [0.95, 1.05]
Study 4
Step | Ak
Responsibility condition 1.86 0.54 .001 6.42 [2.22, 18.54]
Step 2 .03
Responsibility condition 1.99 0.57 .001 7.31 [2.39, 22.35]
Expectations 0.05 0.11 .66 1.05 [0.85, 1.29]
Incentive -0.07 0.16 .65 0.92 [0.67, 1.28]
Number of statements 0.07 0.03 .02 1.07 [1.01, 1.13]

Note. *p < .05. OR = odds ratio; Cl = confidence interval.

Table 6. Study 4: Means and Standard Deviations (in Parenthesis) for the Three Manipulation Check Items in Each Condition.

Manipulation check items

Responsibility condition n Responsibility overall Responsibility for self Responsibility for others
Self 67 6.16 (1.11) 6.63 (0.81) 1.82 (1.72)
Others 63 6.33 (0.97) 2.94 (2.21) 6.29 (1.31)
Self and Others 62 6.50 (0.78) 6.40 (1.08) 5.65 (2.59)
Control 68 2.46 (2.06) 2.06 (1.79) 1.79 (1.59)

involve?” “How much responsibility for yourself does your
wish involve?” and “How much responsibility for others
does your wish involve?” (7-point scales; 1 = no responsi-
bility at all, 7 = very much responsibility).

Expectations and incentive. Participants then indicated
their expectations and incentive using the same items and
answer scales as in Study 2.

Assessment of self-regulatory thought. We measured self-reg-
ulatory thought as in Studies 1 to 3. Of the 260 participants, two
(1%) listed only keywords. Two trained raters blind to condi-
tions independently coded the statements. Agreement was 88%
(x = .82). To conclude, participants completed a demographic
questionnaire.

Results

Descriptive analyses

Expectations, incentive, and generated statements. Table 1
depicts the descriptive statistics for expectations, incentive,
and the number of generated statements. Expectations and

incentive differed between conditions, F's > 2.90, ps > .036.
Post hoc tests using the Ryan procedure (REGWQ) as recom-
mended by Howell (2009) indicated that participants in the
control condition had lower expectations (M = 3.72, SD =
1.91) and incentive (M = 5.81, SD = 1.33) than those in the
three responsibility conditions combined, ps < .026. There-
fore, as in Studies 1 to 3, we controlled for expectations and
incentive.

Manipulation check. As can be seen in Table 6 and as pre-
dicted, the overall responsibility that participants’ wishes
involved did not differ between the three responsibility con-
ditions, F(2, 189) = 1.94, p = .15, but was higher than in the
no-responsibility control condition (—1, —1, —1, 3 contrast),
#(256) = 20.46, p < .001. Moreover, in the responsibility-
for-self and responsibility-for-self-and-others condition par-
ticipants’ wishes involved more responsibility for themselves
than in the responsibility-for-others and the control condition
(1, =1, 1, —1 contrast), #(256) = 20.59, p < .001. And in
the responsibility-for-others and responsibility-for-self-and-
others condition, their wishes involved more responsibility
for others than in the responsibility-for-self and the control
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condition (—1, 1, 1, —1 contrast), #256) = 21.77, p < .001.
The pattern indicates that our responsibility manipulation
was successful.

Self-regulatory thought. Table 4 depicts the frequency of
the modes of thought in the four conditions. As in Studies
1 to 3 the participants who generated only statements cat-
egorized as “other” were excluded. Self-regulatory thought
was coded into mental contrasting (0) versus not (1).

Effect of responsibility for self or others on mental contrasting. We
conducted analogous analyses as in Study 3 (Table 5, lower
part). As predicted, of the participants in the three responsibil-
ity conditions combined more participants used mental con-
trasting (30%) than of those in the control condition (6%), p
= .001. When we added expectations, incentive, and the
number of statements as predictors in the regression equa-
tions, the pattern remained the same. As in Study 3, the use of
mental contrasting did not differ between the three responsi-
bility conditions. When we compared the number of mental
contrasting participants between the no-responsibility-control
condition and each of the three responsibility conditions,
however, all three comparisons were significant. We describe
the analyses in the supplemental material.

Discussion

Of the participants who elaborated on a personal wish that
involved either responsibility for themselves, for others, or
for themselves and others, more participants used mental con-
trasting than of those who elaborated on a personal wish that
involved no responsibility. The effect size was large (OR
transformed into d = 1.03), and the pattern was robust when
we controlled for expectations, incentive, and the number of
statements.

General Discussion

We investigated whether people would be more inclined to use
mental contrasting when they feel or take responsibility rather
than no responsibility. Studies 1 and 2 were correlational stud-
ies. Employees who felt more responsibility for completing an
important team project (Study 1) and participants who felt and
actively took more responsibility for improving the welfare of
society (Study 2) were more likely to use mental contrasting
than those who felt or took less responsibility. Studies 3 and 4
were experiments. Of the students who imagined giving a
class presentation for which they had responsibility margin-
ally more tended to use mental contrasting (Study 3), and of
the students who elaborated on an idiosyncratic wish that
involved responsibility (Study 4) more used mental contrast-
ing than of those who did not experience responsibility.

The results emerged for responsibility in different domains
(work, welfare, academic, life in general), for responsibility
for oneself (Studies 1, 3, and 4), others (Studies 1, 3, and 4),

the society at large (Study 2), for feelings of responsibility
(Studies 1 and 2) and responsibility that was actively taken
(Study 2), when responsibility was self-reported (Studies 1
and 2) or experimenter-observed (Study 2), for dispositional
responsibility (Studies 1 and 2) and situationally induced
responsibility (Studies 3 and 4), for standardized wishes
(Studies 1 and 3) and individualized wishes (Studies 2 and
4), for different samples (employees, MTurk users, and stu-
dents), and for participants from different cultures (Germany
and the United States). A meta-analysis, described in the
supplemental material, yielded an average weighted effect
size of d = 0.58, p < .00001, across all four studies.

Implications for Research on Mental Contrasting

Participants were more likely to use mental contrasting
when they had high rather than low responsibility. Even
when responsibility was high, however, only a minority of
the participants used mental contrasting (between 24% and
32%). This observation is consistent with earlier findings
(Sevinceretal., 2015, 2017, 2018) and highlights that devel-
oping interventions teaching people to use mental contrast-
ing may help people to take action and accomplish the
outcomes they feel responsible for. Because people who shy
away from taking on responsibility are those who are least
likely to use mental contrasting, such interventions may
benefit these people even more than those who spontane-
ously take on responsibility.

Implications for Research on Responsibility

In Study 1, the responsibility participants felt for completing an
important team project predicted mental contrasting. The
responsibility they were given as measured by the number of
team members was not significantly related to mental contrast-
ing (p = .21) although the relationship was in the same direc-
tion. Also, felt responsibility was not related to given
responsibility (# = .06). Perhaps the number of team members
was a too crude measure for given responsibility because the
felt and the actual responsibility of single team members may
also depend on their experience, position, and the team politics.
Alternatively, we speculate that people may feel or take no
responsibility even though they were given responsibility and
vice versa, and it is the responsibility they feel or take rather
than the responsibility they are given that is related to whether
they spontaneously self-regulate by mental contrasting.
Furthermore, in Studies 3 and 4, more participants used
mental contrasting when they were induced to feel responsi-
bility for either themselves, others, or both themselves and
others than when they felt no responsibility. The proportion
of mental contrasting participants did not differ between the
three conditions that involved responsibility, however.
Feeling responsible for oneself thus seems to trigger sponta-
neous self-regulation by mental contrasting just as feeling
responsible for others does, and, moreover, feeling
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responsible for both oneself and others has no incremental
effect on spontaneous mental contrasting. Apparently, feel-
ing or taking responsibility by itself leads people to use men-
tal contrasting, irrespective of for whom people feel
responsible.

The Link Between Responsibility and Mental
Contrasting

We suggested that feeling responsibility leads people to use
mental contrasting. However, the correlational design of
Studies 1 and 2 does not allow drawing causal inferences.
Thus, these studies, at first sight may mean that spontane-
ously using mental contrasting led participants to feel more
responsibility. Indeed, in previous research mental contrast-
ing led participants to feel more responsibility for attaining a
desired outcome provided they had high expectations of suc-
cess; if they had low expectations, mental contrasting led
them to feel less responsibility (Oettingen et al., 2001, Study
1). In the present Studies 1 and 2 however, we measured par-
ticipants’ chronic responsibility before we measured whether
they spontaneously used mental contrasting when thinking
about their desired outcome. Thus, it is impossible that the
one-time use of mental contrasting influenced participants’
prior feelings of responsibility. This interpretation is further
supported by the experimental evidence from Studies 3 and 4
showing that being induced to feel responsibility caused par-
ticipants to spontaneously use mental contrasting.

In sum, previous research suggested that using mental
contrasting can help people to increase their feelings of
responsibility. The present work goes beyond these find-
ings by suggesting that there may be a bidirectional rela-
tionship between responsibility and mental contrasting:
People who feel or take responsibility in their daily life are
more likely to use mental contrasting and, moreover, situa-
tionally induced responsibility causes people to use mental
contrasting.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations provide directions for future work. First,
we measured a one-time use of mental contrasting. Future
research may use longitudinal designs to look at whether
responsibility is linked to the repeated use of mental con-
trasting over time. In this vein, one may also investigate
whether the use of mental contrasting is an individual differ-
ence in the sense that some people chronically use mental
contrasting more than others. Second, it is an open question
whether the participants in our studies intentionally initiated
mental contrasting as a purposeful problem-solving study or
whether they spontaneously associated the desired future
with the present reality in their stream of thought. Third, here
we reasoned that people with responsibility use mental con-
trasting because it helps them to get involved. Future work
may investigate whether the use of mental contrasting indeed

mediates the effect of a sense of responsibiliy on taking
action. Finally, our participants were from individualistic
cultures (United States and Germany). Because mental con-
trasting may be particularly effective for pursuing individu-
alist wishes in individualist cultures and collectivist wishes
in collectivist cultures (Kizilcec & Cohen, 2017; Oecttingen
et al., 2008), future research may look at the degree to which
people from individualist versus collectivist cultures sponta-
neously use mental contrasting in taking responsibility for
solving culture-matched tasks.

Conclusion

Going back to the student at the beginning who is preparing
a class presentation together with a group of fellow students,
our results suggest that feeling responsible for her fellows
and/or for herself would make her more likely to spontane-
ously self-regulate by mental contrasting. Indeed, in our
studies, participants who felt and actively took the most
responsibility for others, the society at large, or for them-
selves were more inclined to use mental contrasting. Feeling
responsible, then, regardless of for others or oneself seems to
be a valid motor for self-regulation.
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Notes

1. In all four studies, we computed explorative follow-up analyses
to investigate whether responsibility predicted mental contrast-
ing compared with each of the other modes of thought (indulg-
ing, dwelling, reverse contrasting). We present the analyses in
the supplemental material. All comparisons were in the pre-
dicted direction.

2. InStudy 2, additional measures were collected not discussed here,
including locus of control (Internal-External Locus of Control
Scale; Kovaleva et al., 2012), belief in a just world (General Just
World Scale; Dalbert et al., 1987), and social desirability (Social
Desirability Scale Gamma; Kemper et al., 2012).

3. In Study 3, additional measures were collected not discussed
here, including positive and negative affect (German version;
Krohne et al., 1996), implicit theories of intelligence (German
version; Spinath & Schoéne, 2003), test anxiety (German
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version; Wacker et al., 2008), and self-control (German version;
Bertrams & Dickhéuser, 2009).

4. In Studies 3 and 4, we also conducted explorative follow-up
analyses to investigate whether each of the responsibility condi-
tions led participants to use mental contrasting. We describe the
analyses in the supplemental material.

Supplemental Material

Supplemental material is available online with this article.
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