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Introduction

Self-control has been considered as one of the defining features of human nature and
defined as the capacity allowing people to override their predominant but maladaptive
thoughts, emotions, and behaviors in order to keep them in line with overarching goals
(Baumeister et al, 2007). Meanwhile, it has been suggested that there are substantial
individual differences existing in people’s self-control capacity and the construct of “trait
self-control” was developed to indicate such individual differences. The seminal paper
proposing this construct and the most frequently used measure of it (i.e., the Self-Control
Scale, SCS) has been cited over 9,000 times in Google Scholar and greatly influenced many
subdisciplines of psychological sciences (Tangney et al., 2004). Despite their popularity,
recent studies call into question the validity of the SCS as well as the scientific usefulness
of the construct of trait self-control itself. That is, it is unclear what trait in “trait self-
control” refers to and whether “trait self-control” is a redundant psychological construct in
our understanding of self-control.

Validity issues of the SCS

There are at least five validity issues that prevent the SCS from being a good
measurement tool. First, although the SCS is designed to measure the ability to inhibit or
control undesired behavioral tendencies, many items are unrelated to inhibition (e.g., “I am
lazy” or “I have trouble concentrating”). Some researchers argue that there should be two
factors included in the SCS, namely “stop control and start control” (de Boer et al., 2011) or
“inhibitory self-control and initiatory self-control” (de Ridder et al., 2011a). However, such
a two-factor structure is mutable across studies (Ferrari et al.,, 2009; Maloney et al., 2012;
Morean et al., 2014; Hagger et al., 2021) and often shows poorer fit than the original one-
factor structure (Lindner et al., 2015; Brevers et al., 2017; Manapat et al., 2021). Note no
matter it is inhibitory or initiatory, the SCS aims to measure the efficiency of controlled
behaviors. However, meta-analytical evidence suggests that this scale is more strongly
associated with automatic behaviors rather than controlled behaviors (de Ridder et al.,
2011b).

Second, the SCS targets a general capacity that people can employ to pursue their
long-term goals, no matter which domain these goals refer to (e.g., health, academy, and
social relationship) and how concrete these goals are (e.g., eating a high-calorie hamburger
at this right moment vs. dieting, hanging out before examination vs. getting a master’s
degree). However, the SCS mixes domain-general items (e.g., “I am good at resisting
temptation”) with domain-specific items (e.g., “I spend too much money”), and fails to
take goal hierarchy into consideration. Interestingly, the predicting effects of the SCS vary
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dramatically across life domains (de Ridder et al, 2011b). It
is unclear such variation occurs because trait self-control really
matters differently in each domain or just because some people
value certain goals in specific domains and the SCS happens to
include corresponding domain-specific items.

Third, the SCS has a substantial overlap with the personality
trait conscientiousness. For example, the SCS includes several items
that correspond to the “classic” indicators of conscientiousness
(e.g., “I am reliable” and “I am always on time”) (Roberts
et al., 2014). Empirically, the correlation between the SCS and
the measure of conscientiousness is generally higher than 0.60
and sometime over 0.70 (Costantini and Perugini, 2016; Werner
et al, 2019), which means the disattenuated correlation (or the
“true correlation,” which equals raw correlation between x and
y divided by the square root of the product of the reliability
of x and the reliability of y) is extremely high (R = 0.75-
0.86). Even if the SCS is separated into a stop control subscale
and a start control subscale, it still has a great overlap with
conscientiousness, with an even strong correlation between stop
control and the impulse control facet of conscientiousness (r
=0.77, with an almost perfect disattenuated correlation of R
= 0.95) as well as a strong correlation between start control
between the industriousness facet of conscientiousness (r = 0.52,
with a disattenuated correlation of R = 0.64) (Costantini et al,,
2015).

Fourth, people’s responses to the SCS suffer greatly from
social desirability bias. In the seminal paper, the SCS is
substantially associated with measures of social desirability
0.54-0.60) (Tangney et al, 2004). Similarly, a meta-
analysis resulting from 81 studies with a total of 24,282

(rs =

participants also reveals a comparable effect size, r = 0.41 (R
= 0.54 after correcting for attenuation of unreliability) (Zhang
et al, 2021). In addition to these cross-sectional findings,
longitudinal research shows that the SCS can also prospectively
predict follow-up social desirability (even after controlling for
baseline social desirability), which means individuals scoring
high on the SCS are those who tend to provide socially
desirable responses in self-reports (Stavrova and Kokkoris,
2019).

Finally, recent studies reveal that the SCS may even reflect a
distorted perception of control mastering. For instance, Jia et al.
shows that extreme debtors, whose credit card debt amounts to
more than 12 months of their income, report the highest on the
SCS but score the lowest on measures of behavioral intention and
executive function, which is robust across different subsections of
demographics (age, gender, and educational level) and a variety
of reasons for indebtedness (Jia et al., 2023). In a similar vein,
Astle et al. (2024) examines the relationship between the SCS
and the over-claiming questionnaire (OCQ). The OCQ measures
perceived familiarity with real and fake information and yields
indices of accuracy (i.e., having heard of real items) and bias (i.e.,
having heard of fake items). Results show that the SCS is negatively
correlated with OCQ accuracy but positively correlated with OCQ
bias, implying that individuals who score high on the SCS are those
who perform worse but claim higher. These findings suggest that
in some circumstances the SCS is not at all able to differentiate
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between individuals who are good at self-control and those who are
not. Instead, it measures illusory control over one’s life.

Construct redundance

Not only is the measure of trait self-control problematic, but
the construct of trait self-control itself may also be redundant. On
the one hand, as a between-person variable, trait self-control is
proposed to indicate stable individual differences in self-control
capacity, no matter whether it can be captured by the SCS or
not. However, recent studies suggest that self-control varies more
at the within-person level than at the between-person level. For
example, both short-term experience sampling and longitudinal
tracking studies show that over 85% of the variance in self-control
success (i.e., goal progress) is at the within-person level (Werner
et al., 2016; Milyavskaya and Inzlicht, 2017; Roehrick et al., 2023),
implying it is not that some people are better at self-control than
others. Instead, people are better at self-control in some domains
of their lives than in other domains. More importantly, self-
control capacity fluctuates greatly from day to day and even more
so from moment to moment. For instance, by revising domain-
general items of the SCS to measure self-control every evening
across three 9-day measurement bursts over 6 months, Schmid
and colleagues find <40% of the variability in daily self-control
is attributable to interindividual differences (Schmid et al., 2024).
Furthermore, in a study measuring self-control exertion when
confronted with a specific temptation in everyday life, only 10%
of the total variance is attributable to interindividual differences
(Milyavskaya and Inzlicht, 2017).

On the other hand, self-control refers to all means of resolving
the conflict between competing goals, typically with a temptation in
conflict with a longstanding goal (Inzlicht et al., 2021). Effortfully
resisting temptation is only one strategy out of many that people
can adopt to resolve conflicts in the self-control dilemma (e.g.,
situation modification, distraction, and reminding oneself of goals)
(Duckworth et al., 2016a, 2018). Specifically, empirical evidence
shows that people adopt effortful resistance strategy in only 20% of
occasions (Wenzel et al., 2023, 2024). Meanwhile, the effectiveness
of effortful resistance is generally weaker than many other strategies
(Duckworth et al., 2016b; Williamson and Wilkowski, 2020), often
even unrelated to goal attainment (Milyavskaya and Inzlicht, 2017).
In contrast, people (including children) tend to employ a variety of
strategies (Raghunathan et al., 2023; Wenzel et al., 2023) and prefer
different strategies for different temptations (e.g., eating vs. leisure
vs. work) (Hennecke et al., 2019; Milyavskaya et al., 2021). They
can even intentionally avoid entering the self-control dilemma,
which may be more effective in achieving the longstanding goal
(Duckworth et al., 2016b). However, there is no one single strategy
that is a cure-all. Instead, variability between strategies (Baldwin
etal, 2022; Wenzel et al,, 2023) and flexibly switching strategies in
response to situational demands (Biirgler et al., 2021; Wenzel et al,
2024) are crucial for self-control success. Given the malleability
of self-control conflict resolution, it may be difficult to seek an
individual difference that differentiates people who are good at
self-control from those who are not in all contexts.
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Discussion

Taken together, recent studies have raised doubts about the
validity of trait self-control measures and the idea that self-control
capacity is a stable individual trait. Although higher scores on
measures like the SCS often correlate with positive outcomes,
such as improved subjective well-being and better interpersonal
relationships, these correlations might be influenced by factors
like the overlap between self-control and conscientiousness, as
well as social desirability biases. In other words, the positive
outcomes associated with high self-control scores might actually
reflect shared variance with conscientiousness traits or the tendency
of people to present themselves in a socially desirable manner,
rather than indicating a true measure of self-control.

The key question we face is which direction we should
take. On one hand, if the construct of trait self-control is
found to be redundant, we may need to reconsider or abandon
it. As an alternative approach, we might consider self-control
from a “toolbox” perspective, where self-control success depends
on the strategies a person employs, the appropriateness of
these strategies for the given context, and how effectively the
strategies are implemented (Fujita et al., 2020; Werner and Ford,
2023). Correspondingly, a productive way is to investigate how
personal values, personality traits, motivations, and cognitive
abilities are related to the selection of self-control strategies and
the effectiveness of each strategy (or a combination of several
strategies) in a particular domain. For example, people with high
conscientiousness often avoid situations and actions that may lead
to infidelity, which in turn predicts better romantic relationships
(Hill et al., 2014). Openness may be associated with a tendency
to flexibly adapt strategy use across different contexts (Wenzel
et al., 2024). Those with high working memory capacity may be
more competent in handling strategies demanding mental effort
(Hofmann et al., 2008).

On the other hand, if the construct of trait self-control is not
redundant and stable individual differences in self-control capacity
are considered valid, we should continue the validation process
to refine and improve its measures. First, we could use domain-
general items from the SCS that focus on inhibition to measure trait
self-control (Schmid et al., 2024), as these items align more closely
with the original definition of the construct (Tangney et al., 2004).
Additionally, it is important to re-examine its construct validity,
with a particular focus on its discriminant validity, to determine

References

Astle, M. C., Dubravac, M., and Schmeichel, B. J. (2024). Self-control and self-
enhancement: evidence that trait self-control relates to overclaiming. Pers. Individ. Dif.
218:112494. doi: 10.1016/].PAID.2023.112494

Baldwin, C. R., Haimovitz, K., Shankar, P., Gallop, R., Yeager, D., Gross, J. J., et al.
(2022). Self-control and SAT outcomes: evidence from two national field studies. PLoS
ONE 17:€0274380. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0274380

Baumeister, R. F., Vohs, K. D., and Tice, D. M. (2007). The strength model of
self-control. Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 16, 351-355. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8721.2007.00534.x

Brevers, D., Foucart, J., Verbanck, P., and Turel, O. (2017). Examination of the
validity and reliability of the French version of the Brief Self-Control Scale. Can. J.
Behav. Sci. 49, 243-250. doi: 10.1037/cbs0000086

Frontiersin Psychology

10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1435862

how it differentiates from related constructs like conscientiousness.
Second, there may be a higher-order trait of self-control that the
SCS only partially captures. For instance, a recent study found
that the overlapping features of the SCS, the Short Grit Scale, and
the conscientiousness subscale of the Big Five Inventory together
predicted academic motivation more effectively than any of these
measures individually (Werner et al, 2019). Finally, we could
integrate strategy use into the self-control construct and develop
a measure that reflects individuals’ chronic tendencies in adopting
self-control strategies across various typical situations, similar to
the approach used in the Emotional Regulation Questionnaire
(Gross and John, 2003). Such explorations could provide deeper
insights into behavior regulation and more avenues for self-control
intervention, suggesting a more nuanced approach to study self-
control’s role in achieving positive life outcomes.

Author contributions

JD: Conceptualization, Writing - original draft. LJ:

Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Birgler, S., Hoyle, R. H., and Hennecke, M. (2021). Flexibility in using self-
regulatory strategies to manage self-control conflicts: the role of metacognitive
knowledge, strategy repertoire, and feedback monitoring. Eur. J. Pers. 35, 861-880.
doi: 10.1177/0890207021992907

Costantini, G., and Perugini, M. (2016). The network of conscientiousness. J. Res.
Pers. 65, 68-88. doi: 10.1016/j.jrp.2016.10.003

Costantini, G., Richetin, J., Borsboom, D., Fried, E. I, Rhemtulla, M., and Perugini,
M. (2015). Development of indirect measures of conscientiousness: combining a facets
approach and network analysis. Eur. J. Pers. 29, 548-567. doi: 10.1002/per.2014

de Boer, B. J., van Hooft, E. A. J., and Bakker, A. B. (2011). Stop and start control: a
distinction within self-control. Eur. J. Pers. 25, 349-362. doi: 10.1002/per.796

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1435862
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.PAID.2023.112494
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0274380
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2007.00534.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/cbs0000086
https://doi.org/10.1177/0890207021992907
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.2014
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.796
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Dang and Jia

de Ridder, D. T. D., de Boer, B. J., Lugtig, P., Bakker, A. B,, and van Hooft,
E. A. J. (2011a). Not doing bad things is not equivalent to doing the right thing:
distinguishing between inhibitory and initiatory self-control. Pers. Individ. Dif. 50,
1006-1011. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2011.01.015

de Ridder, D. T. D., Lensvelt-Mulders, G., Finkenauer, C., Stok, F. M., and
Baumeister, R. F. (2011b). Taking stock of self-control. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 16, 76-99.
doi: 10.1177/1088868311418749

Duckworth, A. L., Gendler, T. S., and Gross, J. J. (2016a). Situational strategies for
self-control. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 11, 35-55. doi: 10.1177/1745691615623247

Duckworth, A. L., Milkman, K. L., and Laibson, D. (2018). Beyond willpower:
strategies for reducing failures of self-control. Psychol. Sci. Public Interest 19, 102-129.
doi: 10.1177/1529100618821893

Duckworth, A. L., White, R. E., Matteucci, A. J., Shearer, A., and Gross, J. J. (2016b).
A stitch in time: strategic self-control in high school and college students. J. Educ.
Psychol. 108, 329-341. doi: 10.1037/edu0000062

Ferrari, J. R,, Stevens, E. B., and Jason, L. A. (2009). The role of self-regulation
in abstinence maintenance: effects of communal living on self-regulation. J. Groups
Addict. Recover. 4, 32-41. doi: 10.1080/15560350802712371

Fujita, K., Orvell, A, and Kross, E. (2020). Smarter, not harder: a toolbox
approach to enhancing self-control. Policy Insights Behav. Brain Sci. 7, 149-156.
doi: 10.1177/2372732220941242

Gross, J. J., and John, O. P. (2003). Individual differences in two emotion regulation
processes: implications for affect, relationships, and well-Being. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 85,
348-362. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.85.2.348

Hagger, M. S., Zhang, C.-Q., Kangro, E.-M,, Ries, F., Wang, ]. C. K., Heritage, B.,
et al. (2021). Trait self-control and self-discipline: structure, validity, and invariance
across national groups. Curr. Psychol. 40, 1015-1030. doi: 10.1007/s12144-018-0021-6

Hennecke, M., Czikmantori, T., and Brandstitter, V. (2019). Doing despite
disliking: self-regulatory strategies in everyday aversive activities. Eur. J. Pers. 33,
104-128. doi: 10.1002/per.2182

Hill, P. L., Nickel, L. B., and Roberts, B. W. (2014). Are you in a healthy relationship?
Linking conscientiousness to health via implementing and immunizing behaviors. J.
Pers. 82, 485-492. doi: 10.1111/JOPY.12051

Hofmann, W., Gschwendner, T., Friese, M., Wiers, R. W., and Schmitt, M.
(2008). Working memory capacity and self-regulatory behavior: toward an individual
differences perspective on behavior determination by automatic versus controlled
processes. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 95, 962-977. doi: 10.1037/a0012705

Inzlicht, M., Werner, K. M., Briskin, J. L., and Roberts, B. W. (2021).
Integrating models of self-regulation. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 72, 319-345.
doi: 10.1146/ANNUREV-PSYCH-061020-105721

Jia, L., Yuen, W. L., Ong, Q., and Theseira, W. E. (2023). Pitfalls of self-reported
measures of self-control: surprising insights from extreme debtors. J. Pers. 91, 369-382.
doi: 10.1111/JOPY.12733

Lindner, C., Nagy, G., and Retelsdorf, J. (2015). The dimensionality of the Brief Self-
Control Scale—an evaluation of unidimensional and multidimensional applications.
Pers. Individ. Dif. 86, 465-473. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2015.07.006

Maloney, P. W., Grawitch, M. J., and Barber, L. K. (2012). The multi-factor structure
of the Brief Self-Control Scale: discriminant validity of restraint and impulsivity. J. Res.
Pers. 46, 111-115. doi: 10.1016/j.jrp.2011.10.001

Manapat, P. D., Edwards, M. C., MacKinnon, D. P., Poldrack, R. A., and Marsch,
L. A. (2021). A psychometric analysis of the brief self-control scale. Assessment 28,
395-412. doi: 10.1177/1073191119890021

Frontiersin

04

10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1435862

Milyavskaya, M., and Inzlicht, M. (2017). What’s so great about self-control?
Examining the importance of effortful self-control and temptation in predicting
real-life depletion and goal attainment. Soc. Psychol. Personal. Sci. 8, 603-611.
doi: 10.1177/1948550616679237

Milyavskaya, M., Saunders, B., and Inzlicht, M. (2021). Self-control in daily life:
prevalence and effectiveness of diverse self-control strategies. J. Pers. 89, 634-651.
doi: 10.1111/JOPY.12604

Morean, M. E., DeMartini, K. S., Leeman, R. F., Pearlson, G. D., Anticevic, A.,
Krishnan-Sarin, S., et al. (2014). Psychometrically improved, abbreviated versions of
three classic measures of impulsivity and self-control. Psychol. Assess. 26, 1003-1020.
doi: 10.1037/pas0000003

Raghunathan, R. S., Musci, R. J., Knudsen, N., and Johnson, S. B. (2023). What
children do while they wait: the role of self-control strategies in delaying gratification.
J. Exp. Child Psychol. 226:105576. doi: 10.1016/j.jecp.2022.105576

Roberts, B. W., Lejuez, C., Krueger, R. F., Richards, J. M., and Hill, P. L. (2014).
What is conscientiousness and how can it be assessed? Dev. Psychol. 50, 1315-1330.
doi: 10.1037/A0031109

Roehrick, K. C., Vaid, S. S., and Harari, G. M. (2023). Situating smartphones in daily
life: big five traits and contexts associated with young adults’ smartphone use. J. Pers.
Soc. Psychol. 125, 1096-1118. doi: 10.1037/pspp0000478

Schmid, J., Moschko, T., Riccio, M., Snyder, K. A., Gawrilow, C., and Stadler,
G. (2024). Self-control fluctuates from day to day and is linked to subjective well-
being within and between persons. Appl. Psychol. Health Well Being 16, 254-272.
doi: 10.1111/aphw.12482

Stavrova, O., and Kokkoris, M. D. (2019). Struggling to be liked: the prospective
effect of trait self-control on social desirability and the moderating role of
agreeableness. Int. J. Psychol. 54, 232-236. doi: 10.1002/IJOP.12444

Tangney, J. P., Baumeister, R. F., and Boone, A. L. (2004). High self-control predicts
good adjustment, less pathology, better grades, and interpersonal success. J. Pers. 72,
271-324. doi: 10.1111/J.0022-3506.2004.00263.X

Wenzel, M., Biirgler, S., Brandstitter, V., Kreibich, A., and Hennecke, M.
(2024). Self-regulatory strategy use, efficacy, and strategy-situation-fit in self-control
conflicts of initiation, persistence, and inhibition. Eur. J. Pers. 38, 189-208.
doi: 10.1177/08902070221150478

Wenzel, M., Biirgler, S., Rowland, Z., and Hennecke, M. (2023). Self-control
dynamics in daily life: the importance of variability between self-regulatory strategies
and strategy differentiation. Eur. J. Pers. 37, 33-56. doi: 10.1177/089020702110
43023

Werner, K. M., and Ford, B. Q. (2023). Self-control: an integrative framework. Soc.
Pers. Psychol. Compass 17:¢12738. doi: 10.1111/spc3.12738

Werner, K. M., Milyavskaya, M., Foxen-Craft, E., and Koestner, R. (2016). Some
goals just feel easier: self-concordance leads to goal progress through subjective ease,
not effort. Pers. Individ. Dif. 96, 237-242. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2016.03.002

Werner, K. M., Milyavskaya, M., Klimo, R., and Levine, S. L. (2019). Examining
the unique and combined effects of grit, trait self-control, and conscientiousness in
predicting motivation for academic goals: a commonality analysis. J Res Pers 81,
168-175. doi: 10.1016/).JRP.2019.06.003

Williamson, L. Z., and Wilkowski, B. M. (2020). Nipping temptation in the bud:
examining strategic self-control in daily life. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 46, 961-975.
doi: 10.1177/0146167219883606

Zhang, H., Sun, X., and Miyake, A. (2021). On the association between the self-
control scale and social desirability measures: a meta-analysis and systematic review.
PsyArXiv. doi: 10.31234/osf.io/j4vy8


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1435862
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868311418749
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691615623247
https://doi.org/10.1177/1529100618821893
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000062
https://doi.org/10.1080/15560350802712371
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732220941242
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.2.348
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-018-0021-6
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.2182
https://doi.org/10.1111/JOPY.12051
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012705
https://doi.org/10.1146/ANNUREV-PSYCH-061020-105721
https://doi.org/10.1111/JOPY.12733
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2011.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1073191119890021
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616679237
https://doi.org/10.1111/JOPY.12604
https://doi.org/10.1037/pas0000003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2022.105576
https://doi.org/10.1037/A0031109
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000478
https://doi.org/10.1111/aphw.12482
https://doi.org/10.1002/IJOP.12444
https://doi.org/10.1111/J.0022-3506.2004.00263.X
https://doi.org/10.1177/08902070221150478
https://doi.org/10.1177/08902070211043023
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12738
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JRP.2019.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167219883606
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/j4vy8
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Is it time to move beyond trait self-control?
	Introduction
	Validity issues of the SCS
	Construct redundance
	Discussion
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


