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Abstract

In the present article, we propose that impulsive behavior may be a response to certain needs or 

goals that people have in the moment and could therefore be strategic. We review briefly the 

dominant approaches and findings in the impulsivity literature. We then examine different 

behaviors that are typically considered impulsive such as delay discounting, risky sexual behavior, 

risk taking in the context of emotion dysregulation, and adolescent risk behavior and present 

evidence suggesting that they follow the general principles of goal pursuit. Specifically, they are 

(a) enacted when perceived as relevant to the individual’s motivation; (b) less likely when 

alternative means to fulfill these goals are available; and (c) supported rather than reduced by 

sufficient executive control, a hallmark of goal pursuit. We do not argue that there is no impulsive 

behavior. Rather, we suggest that such behavior may represent individuals’ attempts to fulfill 

current motivations or needs. This approach emphasizes the functionality and dynamism of the 

behavior, it provides a framework to explain the inconsistencies in the literature, it helps us to 

move away from pathologizing or moralizing the behavior, and it provides insights about potential 

strategies to mitigate the negative consequences of acting impulsively.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Since the archetypal story of Adam and Eve, and their lamentable Fall from Grace, 

impulsivity has served as an important construct in the literature, philosophical writings, and 

different scientific areas including psychology. It has been invoked to explain why Eve ate 

the apple although she had been warned about the negative consequences, why Dedalus flew 

too close to the sun although he was told that the sun would melt his wings, and why people 

use drugs and alcohol, smoke, overeat, drive under the influence, or engage in risky sexual 

behavior (RSB). Early Christians invoked evil spirits to answer these questions. By the 

seventeenth century, the term “impulsivity” replaced the evil spirits and was used to describe 

and predict a consistent pattern of dysfunctional behaviors, indicative of bad character. 

Although by the end of the nineteenth century, researchers were trying to dissociate 

impulsivity from its moral and theological consequences, the literature is still dominated by 

the notion that impulsive behavior is the reflection of a maladaptive tendency, impulsivity, 

that researchers and practitioners should aim to “fix” to afford better behavioral outcomes.
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Despite the scientific interest in impulsivity and the research it garnered, the nature of what 

we typically call impulsive behavior remains unclear. The literature is dominated by lists of 

factors and characteristics presumed to define the tendency to behave impulsively rather than 

by attempts to identify the general process responsible for different manifestations of 

impulsive behavior. These factors and characteristics vary depending on the domain of 

investigation and school of thought. They are typically measured using different self-report 

or behavioral tasks and used to predict behaviors such as drug use, “impulsive” buying, 

RSB, and overeating. Unsurprisingly, these measures rarely correlate with each other, and 

there is little agreement (theoretical and empirical) regarding what constitutes impulsive 

behavior and why (Reynolds, Ortengren, Richards, & de Wit, 2006).

We argue that the lack of clarity and consistency regarding impulsive behavior may be the 

result of our tendency to overemphasize the individual characteristics and to neglect the 

function of these behaviors. Although they may be associated with negative outcomes (from 

the observer’s perspective and according to modern societal standards), many of the 

behaviors that we characterize as impulsive have evolved to allow people to respond quickly 

and efficiently to the current situational demands. In the present article, we propose that 

impulsive behavior may be a response to certain needs or goals that people have in the 

moment. Simply put, we suggest that impulsive behavior represents a means to one’s most 

salient and important goal in the moment despite the fact that it might interfere or be 

detrimental to other goals (e.g., safety and health). This perspective (a) emphasizes the 

dynamic aspect of impulsive behavior rather than attributing it to stable individual 

characteristics, (b) allows us to move away from pathologizing the behavior and toward 

understanding its functionality, and (c) suggests specific strategies to prevent the negative 

consequences associated with impulsive behavior. To make this argument, we will first 

provide a brief overview of the dominant approaches and findings in the impulsivity 

literature. We will then examine different behaviors that are typically considered impulsive 

and present evidence suggesting that they may serve individuals’ goals and may therefore be 

considered strategic.

2 | HOW HAVE WE LOOKED AT IMPULSIVE BEHAVIOR?

Theorizing and research on impulsivity has developed as an attempt to explain behaviors that 

appear to be self-defeating or to have negative consequences for the person or for others. 

Because humans are believed to be rational and act in their best interest, when they do not, it 

must be because there is something wrong with them, there is a deficiency, or a lack of 

ability. For instance, in a recent volume of the Nebraska Symposium on Motivation, 

impulsivity was defined as the “factors that regulate the performance of inappropriate or 

maladaptive behaviors,” whereas impulsive behavior represents “the failure to control 

unwanted behaviors or the failure of inhibitory processes” (de Wit & Richards, 2004, p. 20). 

As apparent from this definition, impulsive behavior is equated with maladaptive behavior 

and attributed to some sort of faulty processes, typically lack of motivation and/or control. 

Indeed, impulsive behavior has often been defined by juxtaposition with deliberate, goal-

directed behavior. For instance, impulsive behavior is believed to result from people’s 

associations between a stimulus and a behavioral schema, to emerge automatically, and to 

require very little cognitive resources (Strack & Deutsch, 2003). In line with this notion, 
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impulsive behavior has been characterized as a primitive hedonic reaction to tempting 

stimuli (e.g., Loewenstein, 1996; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999), a tendency to act without 

forethought and consideration for consequences (Ainslie, 1975; Rachlin & Green, 1972), a 

reflection of poor executive control (Hoyle, 2006; Romer et al., 2011; Strack & Deutsch, 

2003), and the inability to inhibit prepotent responses (Barkley, 1997; Logan, Cowan, & 

Davis, 1984; Logan, Schachar, & Tannock, 1997). By contrast, deliberate behavior is 

effortful and controlled, is enacted to fulfill individual’s long-term goals, and is supported by 

higher level mental operations such as the ability to plan, to inhibit impulsive responses, and 

to flexibly adapt to the situation (Hofmann, Friese, & Strack, 2009).

Whether it represents disregard for consequences, lack of deliberation, or poor executive 

control, impulsive behavior has been predominantly considered in terms of negative 

outcomes such as psychopathology (e.g., Feilhauer & Cima, 2013; Poythress & Hall, 2011; 

Saddichha & Schuetz, 2014), substance abuse (Kirby & Petry, 2004; Wiers & Stacy, 2006), 

overeating and obesity (Gerlach, Herpertz, & Loeber, 2014; Hofmann, Friese, & Roefs, 

2009; Komlos, Smith, & Bogin, 2004), pathological gambling (Odlaug, Schreiber, & Grant, 

2013; Petry, 2001), impulse buying (Dittmar, 2001), poor outcomes for smoking cessation 

(López-Torrecillas, Perales, Nieto-Ruiz, & Verdejo-García, 2014), inappropriate sexual 

behavior (Hofmann, Gschwendner, Friese, Wiers, & Schmitt, 2008), and poor grade point 

averages (Kirby, Winston, & Santiesteban, 2005). Conversely, deliberate behavior is 

associated with positive outcomes. Children’s ability to resist the impulse to choose a 

smaller reward now and to wait for larger rewards later predicts a number of consequential 

life outcomes such as higher SAT scores, better personal and interpersonal competencies, 

and greater cognitive control decades later (e.g., Ayduk et al., 2000; Mischel, Shoda, & 

Rodriguez, 1989). The ability to resist impulses predicts better restraint for food and alcohol 

consumption, inappropriate sexual behavior, and so on (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2008; 

Hofmann, Friese, & Roefs, 2009; Hofmann, Friese, & Strack, 2009).

3 | ANOTHER LOOK AT IMPULSIVITY: COULD “ IMPULSIVE” BEHAVIOR 

BE STRATEGIC?

Although the traditional approaches have intuitive appeal, empirical and anecdotal evidence 

suggests the possibility that impulsive behavior does not necessarily reflect one’s rigid 

response to environmental stimuli, stable individual characteristics, or poor executive control 

and is not necessarily associated with negative outcomes. For instance, people who appear 

impulsive in one domain or situation (e.g., impulsive buying) do not necessarily manifest 

this type of behavior in other domains or situations (Malmberg et al., 2012; Rotenberg et al., 

2005; Wingrove & Bond, 1998; Zapolski, Cyders, & Smith, 2009).

Furthermore, while some behaviors could be characterized as unplanned and reckless (e.g., 

aggressive behavior in response to provocation), other behaviors typically considered 

impulsive require a lot of planning as well as substantial self-control. For example, using 

drugs requires finding a dealer while avoiding the police. Self-control is necessary to 

overcome the bitter taste of alcohol, the pain of injecting drugs, or the fear of death when 

engaging in self-harm (Kopetz & Orehek, 2015; Rawn & Vohs, 2010).
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Finally, people may engage in impulsive behaviors that do not result in negative outcomes 

(e.g., risky financial investments and saving someone from a burning building). These 

behaviors are likely to be labeled as “quick thinking” or “luck,” even if they meet the 

conventional definition of impulsivity. Indeed, Dickman (1990) introduced the notion of 

functional impulsivity, which refers to the tendency to act quickly with positive 

consequences and has been found to be positively associated with enthusiasm, 

adventurousness, and extraversion. While most research has linked impulsivity to negative 

outcomes, such as aggression, deviant behavior, and violence (e.g., Lynam & Miller, 2004), 

if an individual’s main motivation is to help others, his or her spontaneous actions 

(impulsivity) will likely result in positive outcomes, such as organizational citizenship 

behaviors (e.g., Omar, 2009). For example, if a coworker complains of a heavy workload, an 

impulsive person is more likely to offer assistance even if the additional responsibility 

hinders his or her own productivity (e.g., Winkel, Wyland, Shaffer, & Clason, 2011).

In light of this evidence, we propose a “new look” into impulsive behavior: We suggest that 

people’s unwillingness to delay gratification and their willingness to take risks, to act 

according to situational stimuli and disregard potential negative consequences (forgoing 

their diet concerns and eating the tempting piece of cake in front of them), may represent 

their attempts to respond to momentary motivational demands in the most effective way. In 

other words, impulsive behavior is the best available means to fulfill goals that are salient 

and important in the moment. A person who is very hungry may be less concerned about the 

potential negative consequences of eating poorly and might be willing to eat whatever is 

immediately available (Kopetz, Faber, Fishbach, & Kruglanski, 2011). Similarly, $10 now is 

more valuable than $20 in 2 days for a person on a very tight budget; it would not make 

motivational sense to wait for the $20. Finally, grabbing a drink or two or going on a 

shopping spree makes perfect motivational sense for someone who is experiencing 

emotional distress and who might not have friends to talk to, or other means to regulate the 

emotional distress. What these behaviors have in common is a tendency to focus on the 

immediate benefits and disregard potential negative consequences. However, we believe that 

this tendency does not necessarily reflect deficiencies, or lack of ability. The fact that the 

behavior appears unplanned, reckless, or that it may have negative consequences is not 

necessarily indicative of poor self-regulation. Rather, it reflects the person’s motivational 

priorities and her willingness to respond to those priorities with the best available means. 

Thus, we propose that impulsive behavior could be strategic in that it is enacted to achieve a 

goal and could therefore be understood according to the principles of goal pursuit, even 

when the goal that it serves is not immediately accessible to the person or the outside 

observers.

4 | IMPULSIVE BEHAVIOR AS GOAL PURSUIT

The notion of impulsive behavior as goal directed is not necessarily new. The term 

“impulsivity” came into use in the sixteenth century and derives from the Latin impulsus, the 

stem of which is “impellere” meaning “to move.” Several philosophers and scientists 

described impulsive behavior as a response to needs and goals. For instance, Dewey (1936) 

considered that impulsive behaviors achieve a purpose, even if the actor initiates it without 

being consciously aware of this purpose. Gray suggested that impulsivity (and its 
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neurological substrate) predisposes individuals to engage in goal-directed efforts and to 

experience positive feelings when exposed to cues of impending reward (Gray, 1972, 1981). 

Dickman introduced the notion of “functional impulsivity” according to which people may 

act quickly, in an error-prone, nondeliberative manner, as a beneficial strategy (Dickman, 

1990). Simon’s concept of “satisficing” also emphasizes the idea that people’s quick, 

seemingly impulsive reactions represent their attempt to choose the first object that satisfies 

their current need(s). Finally, Strack and Deutsch (2003) point out that certain behaviors 

might be “impulsively” enacted to satisfy current needs, and Baumeister, Heatherton, and 

Tice (1994) suggest that impulses exist at the intersection of ongoing motivational states and 

specific situational circumstances.

These ideas hint at the possibility that impulsive behaviors may in fact represent people’s 

attempts to fulfill goals that are either chronically active, or become accessible in the 

moment. Such approach implies that impulsive behavior may be dynamic and vary across 

and within individuals according to general principles of goal pursuit. Specifically, 

impulsive behavior should be more likely if it is relevant to individuals’ current goals. This 

may explain why someone could be impulsive in one domain, but not in another, or in one 

moment but not another. For instance, when emotionally distressed, one may grab a drink or 

two to help alleviate negative emotions but would not necessarily also buy a pair or two of 

shoes, or prefer to eat one marshmallow now rather than wait for two later. Secondly, if the 

goal (i.e., to feel better) is fulfilled through alternative means, impulsive behavior loses its 

instrumentality and may therefore become less likely. Finally, goal-directed, impulsive 

behavior may require mobilization of executive control, rather than being the result of poor 

executive control. Executive control allows the person to focus the attention on the most 

important goal and to find the best means to achieve it while disregarding or inhibiting 

alternative goals (e.g., Bélanger, Lafreniere, Vallerand, & Kruglanski, 2013). This may 

explain people’s willingness to disregard potential consequences even when such 

consequences could be serious.

In what follows, we will provide evidence to support these notions. Specifically we will 

show that (a) impulsive behavior is more likely when it is relevant for one’s current needs, 

(b) its likelihood decreases when alternative behaviors that fulfill those needs are available, 

and (c) it may be enhanced rather than reduced by effective executive control. To illustrate 

these principles, we will focus on several types of behaviors that have been characterized as 

impulsive because they reflect a tendency to focus on the immediate benefits at the expense 

of potential consequences: delay discounting, sexual risk taking, risk taking in the context of 

emotional distress, and adolescent risk taking.

4.1 | Impulsive behavior is enacted when it serves one’s current goals

4.1.1 | Delay discounting as a function of goals—One of the core aspects of 

impulsive behavior is disregard for potential consequences. Although it has been studied 

under different names such as delay of gratification or delay discounting, this aspect of 

impulsivity refers to people’s preference for immediate outcomes (Ainslie, 1975; Madden & 

Bickel, 2015). For example, people prefer a small amount of money immediately rather than 

a larger sum in the future (Thaler, 1981), purchase cheaper appliances with higher future 
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operating costs instead of expensive ones that are less costly over time, underestimate the 

effort it takes to complete future tasks, and downplay the future costs/consequences of 

engaging in different behaviors such as smoking and overeating (e.g., Ainslie & Haslam, 

1992). People’s preference for immediate smaller outcomes has been explained in terms of a 

loss in value of an outcome as a function of its delay. In other words, future outcomes are 

discounted (or undervalued) relative to immediate outcomes. The rate with which people 

devalue future outcomes or rewards as a function of the delay to obtain them is known as a 

“discount rate” (Ainslie, 1975; Rachlin, 1989; Rachlin & Green, 1972) and has been used as 

an indicator of impulsivity. Accordingly, impulsive individuals are characterized by steeper 

(higher) discount rates, suggesting a disregard for the future consequences of their behavior. 

Higher discount rates have been associated with substance use, obesity, HIV risk behavior, 

pathological gambling, and so on (Bickel, Jarmolowicz, Mueller, Koffarnus, & Gatchalian, 

2012).

Delay discounting literature has focused primarily on discount rates as stable, individual 

characteristics. However, within-individual fluctuations in discount rates have been reported 

as a function of various manipulations (Koffarnus, Jarmolowicz, Mueller, & Bickel, 2013; 

Amlung, Gray, & MacKillop, 2016), presumably as a function of individuals’ momentary 

needs.

For instance, pathological gamblers discount monetary rewards more steeply when tested in 

a gambling situation, which presumably increases the saliency and importance of their 

financial desires compared with a neutral situation (Dixon, Jacobs, & Sanders, 2006). Delay 

discounting increases during drug withdrawal (e.g., Yi & Landes, 2012), which is, by 

definition, a motivational state. This pattern of findings suggests that people’s preference for 

smaller immediate rewards over a larger delayed reward may be a response to their chronic 

or momentarily activated goals. If this is the case, they will discount a reward to a greater 

extent if the reward is relevant or instrumental to their goals.

In several studies, we tested these assumptions directly by measuring and manipulating 

different goals, including financial goals. Money is a powerful universal reward; it activates 

the reward neuro-circuitry (Elliott, Agnew, & Deakin, 2009; Knutson, Fong, Bennett, 

Adams, & Hommer, 2003; O’Doherty & Dolan, 2006) and energizes behavior as a function 

of the value of the reward (e.g., Bijleveld, Custers, & Aarts, 2012). It is thus possible that 

people may prefer immediate smaller rewards over larger but delayed rewards as a function 

of their chronic or temporary need for money. In addition, delay discounting may vary as a 

function of people’s cognitive motivations that determine information processing and 

judgment, such as the need for cognitive closure (NFC). NFC reflects the motivation to have 

closure immediately and maintain it permanently (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). High NFC 

people prefer stability and may therefore not pay attention to fluctuations in time (e.g., delay 

of a reward). However, if alternative motivations (e.g., need for money) become relevant and 

important, high NFC people’s behavior would reflect their need to attain that motivation 

immediately. In this case, they may prefer immediate rewards that are relevant to their 

motivation (i.e., money), even when those immediate rewards are smaller.
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In two studies, we explored participants’ discount rates for monetary rewards as a function 

of their NFC (measured) as well as their need for money (measured and manipulated 

respectively). The results show that participants did discount monetary rewards more as a 

function of their need for money, both measured and manipulated. This effect was 

particularly strong among those with high NFC, whose preference for smaller immediate 

rewards (higher discount rates) reflected their need for money, but also their desire to fulfill 

this need quickly (Kopetz & Briskin, in preparation).

These results suggest that preference for immediate smaller rewards over larger delayed 

rewards may indeed vary as a function of people’s current goals. One important implication 

of this argument is that people will discount future larger rewards only to the extent that it is 

relevant to their current motivation. Indeed, findings from the delay discounting literature 

suggest that discounting is more pronounced for commodities that are relevant to the 

person’s current motivational state. For instance, among opioid-dependent individuals, 

degree of discounting varies as a function of opioid deprivation; furthermore, discount rates 

are higher for heroin than for money (Giordano, Cernkovich, & Rudolph, 2002; Madden, 

Petry, Badger, & Bickel, 1997). Similarly, stress increases preference for immediate alcohol 

but not for money (Amlung & MacKillop, 2014; Rousseau, Irons, & Correia, 2011) 

presumably because alcohol is perceived as a more instrumental means than money to 

alleviate negative affect.

To test this implication directly, we invited participants to the lab during lunchtime and 

measured their hunger (eating goal) as well as their discount rates for both food, a 

commodity relevant to their goal, and money, which was presumably not immediately 

relevant to their goal. The results show that participants’ motivation (i.e., hunger) 

significantly predicted their discount rates for food, but not for money, above and beyond 

other measures of impulsivity (e.g., industriousness, self-control, and procrastination). These 

findings offer additional support for the notion that people may strategically engage in 

impulsive behavior to the extent that it serves a motivational state (Kopetz & Briskin, in 

preparation).

4.1.2 | Risky sexual behavior as a function of goals—People do not only discount 

the value of positive outcomes as a function of their delay. Future negative outcomes (e. g., 

time or effort, health consequences) also appear “smaller” when viewed in the present. 

Engagement in RSB including sex with multiple partners, with casual and commercial 

partners, and unprotected sex appears to perfectly exemplify disregard for future negative 

health consequences. Not surprisingly, RSB has often been attributed to impulsive 

tendencies. For instance, in the context of substance use, RSB has been attributed to the 

pharmacological effects of drugs, which are presumed to increase arousal, desire, stamina, 

performance, and/or enjoyment, as well as impulsivity (Lejuez, Bornovalova, Reynolds, 

Daughters, & Curtin, 2007; Volkow, Fowler, Wang, Swanson, & Telang, 2007). However, 

there is empirical evidence suggesting that impulsivity may have lesser predictive value than 

typically assumed. Across studies, there is a consistent but modest relationship between 

impulsivity as a personality trait and engagement in RSB (Dir, Coskunpinar, & Cyders, 

2014; Hoyle, Fejfar, & Miller, 2000), suggesting that RSB may not solely reflect an 

impulsive choice.
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Cocaine users report engaging in RSB in the context of drug use despite experiencing 

deleterious effects of drug use on sexual desire and performance (Kopetz, Reynolds, Hart, 

Kruglanski, & Lejuez, 2010). This may be the case because RSB is enacted to fulfill specific 

goals such as drug obtainment and need for intimacy and communion (Cooper, 2010; Kopetz 

et al., 2014; Kopetz, Collado, & Lejuez, 2015) rather than as an impulsive reaction following 

drug use.

In one study, we explored engagement in RSB as a means to drug obtainment. Increased 

accessibility of the drug obtainment goal (through cocaine-related primes) resulted in faster 

approach tendencies toward sex exchange words (crack babe, hooker, prostitute, rock star, 

turn a trick) in a joystick task. Notably, this effect emerged only among participants for 

whom sex exchange represented an instrumental means to drug obtainment, despite their 

self-reported intentions to avoid such behavior (Kopetz et al., 2015).

In another line of research, we explored engagement in RSB as a means to intimacy and 

communion goals. In several studies, across community samples, college students, and 

substance users, we found that women who have experienced interpersonal violence were 

more likely to engage in RSB (Woerner, Kopetz, & Arriaga, in preparation; Woerner, 

Kopetz, Lechner, & Lejuez, 2016). This may be the case because interpersonal violence 

potentially disrupts individuals’ expectations of secure relationships and may result in 

discomfort with closeness (i.e., avoidance). In such cases, RSB may become a convenient 

means to interpersonal connection without closeness or emotional intimacy. In line with 

these notions, we found that avoidant attachment mediates the relationship between 

interpersonal victimization and RSB. Interestingly, these effects did not extend to other 

behaviors typically considered impulsive (i.e., substance use), supporting the notion that 

RSB may indeed represent a means to interpersonal connection rather than reflecting 

impulsive tendencies.

4.2 | Availability of alternative means to one’s current goals reduces the likelihood of 
impulsive behavior

A second important implication of the notion of impulsive behavior as goal pursuit is that 

impulsive behavior could be reduced if the goal or the need that it serves is fulfilled through 

other means. In the goal pursuit literature, this principle is known as substitution (Kruglanski 

et al., 2002). In the impulsivity literature, this principle is supported by research on 

contingency management. For instance, substance users who were financially rewarded for 

abstinence reported lower discount rates of monetary rewards compared with those who 

were not financially rewarded (e.g., Yi et al., 2008). This may occur because the money 

received as a reward for abstinence may fulfill their financial needs momentarily.

To test this possibility directly, we manipulated participants’ need for money. In addition, we 

manipulated the extent to which participants perceived their need for money to be fulfilled 

by completing a task either for money (need fulfilled) or for points (need unfulfilled). The 

results revealed that participants preferred smaller, immediate over larger, delayed monetary 

rewards only when their need for money was both amplified and unfulfilled. However, 

participants whose need for money was fulfilled by completing the task for money (vs. 

points) discounted larger delayed monetary rewards to a lesser extent (Kopetz & Briskin, in 
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preparation). These results suggest that preference for immediate smaller rewards over larger 

but delayed rewards may reflect people’s attempt to satisfy an activated goal only when 

alternative means to fulfill the goal are unavailable. The implication is that providing 

alternative means to one’s current goals may decrease discounting of delayed rewards and 

may help mitigate the negative outcomes associated with impulsive behavior.

We applied the substitution principle and attempted to reduce smoking behavior in 

participants with depressive symptoms. Substance use in general and smoking in particular 

have been considered as the prototypical impulsive behavior (e.g., de Wit & Richards, 2004). 

This is because substance use (including smoking) reflects a preference for relatively brief, 

but immediately available bouts of intoxication or relief of negative affect at the expense of 

other activities that may have long-term benefits. Smoking has been approached as a 

maladaptive strategy to regulate negative affect (Baker, Piper, McCarthy, Majeskie, & Fiore, 

2004; Kassel, Stroud, & Paronis, 2003; Shiffman & Waters 2004). According to the 

principle of substitution, strengthening the association between alternative behaviors to 

smoking (alternative means) and negative affect should increase the accessibility of these 

activities and therefore the likelihood that the person engages in them while detracting from 

smoking. To do so, we recruited smokers with depressive symptoms and randomly assigned 

them to a training condition versus a control condition. Negative affect was induced in both 

conditions. Subsequently, in the experimental condition, participants used a joystick and 

were trained to avoid (push away) smoking-related targets and to approach (push toward) 

alternative rewarding activities that were ideographically selected during a baseline 

assessment. In the control condition, participants pushed and pulled an equal amount of 

smoking and alternative activity-related targets. Compared with the participants in the 

control condition, those in the experimental condition showed an increase in the accessibility 

of the alternative activity relative to smoking and a decrease in depressive symptoms. 

Furthermore, participants in the experimental condition smoked less over the same period of 

time and took longer to relapse to smoking than did participants in the control condition; 

however, the differences were not statistically significant (Kopetz, MacPherson, Mitchell, 

Huston-Ludlam, & Wiers, 2017).

4.3 | Impulsive behavior is enhanced (rather than reduced) by executive control

Numerous theoretical models suggest that impulsive behaviors are automatic responses to 

cues in the environment that require little or no executive control (Hofmann, Friese, & 

Roefs, 2009; Strack & Deutsch, 2003). In line with this notion, researchers have shown that 

when individuals’ ability for executive control is low due to fatigue, cognitive depletion, 

distraction, emotional dysregulation, or disinhibition following alcohol consumption 

(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Everitt & Robbins, 2005; Hofmann et al., 

2008; Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998; Steinberg, 2007; Vohs & Heatherton, 2000; Ward 

& Mann, 2000), behaviors typically considered to be impulsive (e.g., substance use, 

overeating, adolescent risk behavior, inappropriate sexual behavior, and aggressive behavior) 

are more likely to occur.

Several neuroscientific models echo this perspective. Accordingly, people’s choice reflects 

the relative balance in activation between two interacting neurobiological systems. The 
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impulsive system consisting of portions of the limbic, paralimbic regions responds to 

immediate rewards. By contrast, the more recently evolved executive system consisting of 

areas of the prefrontal cortex represents the reflective system, which is needed to inhibit the 

impulsive system. Behaviors that are often characterized as impulsive such as adolescent risk 

taking or substance use are believed to be the result of a stronger impulsive system 

compared with the reflective or control system (Bechara, 2005; Bickel et al., 2007; 

Steinberg, 2007).

Interestingly, in most theoretical accounts and studies, the so-called impulsive behavior is 

always the easy choice (e.g., the cookie is always in front of the person) that does not require 

resource mobilization and executive control. However, using the example of substance use, a 

person who decides to use drugs requires a significant amount of executive control to 

overcome the obstacles associated with procuring and using the drugs (e.g., finding a drug 

dealer, avoiding the police, and overcoming the pain associated with sticking a needle in 

one’s arm). Similarly, the person who decides to engage in self-harm requires a tremendous 

amount of self-control to overcome the aversive aspects of engaging in such behaviors and 

going against his or her survival instinct (Rawn & Vohs, 2010).

This is in line with the motivation literature, which suggests that goal pursuit is dependent 

on resource mobilization and executive control that support implementation of appropriate 

means, persistence in the face of obstacles, and inhibition of alternative goals and 

information that may thwart goal pursuit (Bijleveld, Custers, & Aarts, 2009; Botvinick & 

Braver, 2015; Brehm & Self, 1989; Dijksterhuis & Aarts, 2010; Kruglanski et al., 2012; 

Wright, Contrada, & Patane, 1986). Thus, acting “impulsively” to achieve different goals 

may in fact be supported by executive control. We examined this possibility in two cases: (a) 

risk-taking behavior under emotional distress and (b) adolescent risk behavior.

4.3.1 | Risk taking under emotional distress—Overeating (Heatherton & 

Baumeister, 1991; Tice, Bratslavsky, & Baumeister, 2001), substance use (Baker et al., 

2004), RSB (Bousman et al., 2009), and self-injury (Selby & Joiner Jr, 2013) have often 

been studied in the context of negative affect. Emotional distress presumably leads 

individuals to prioritize emotion regulation. This may result in depletion of the resources 

necessary to consider potential negative consequences and to control immediate 

gratification, increasing the likelihood of impulsive behavior. However, according to our 

analysis, if the behavior is actively implemented as a strategy to regulate emotional distress, 

the presence of cognitive resources should increase rather than decrease the likelihood of 

engaging in this kind of behavior.

Heightened negative emotionality and poor executive control, or impulsivity, are considered 

some of the most important factors of self-harm (e.g., cutting, burning, and biting), which is 

a symptom of borderline personality disorder (BPD; APA, 2013) but occurs in nonclinical 

populations as well (Briere & Gil, 1998; Whitlock, Eckenrode, & Silverman, 2006). In two 

studies, we tested the possibility that self-harm may be a strategic response to meet emotion 

regulation goals. The results showed that BPD participants were riskier when the goal of 

emotion regulation became important (i. e., under distress) and when the expectancy of goal 

attainment was high. In contrast to previous approaches, which assumed that emotional 
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distress impairs executive control and results in impulsive behavior, these findings show that 

risk behavior under emotional distress, even among participants traditionally characterized 

by high rates of impulsivity (with BPD diagnosis), happens when cognitive resources are 

ample (Matusiewicz, Kopetz, Weaverling, Elis, & Lejuez, 2015).

4.3.2 | Adolescent risk taking—Adolescent risk taking is often considered impulsive 

and is typically attributed to a developmentally normative gap between motivational-

affective processes on the one hand and executive control on the other hand (Somerville & 

Casey, 2010; Steinberg, 2007). Early psychosocial deprivation is often believed to heighten 

adolescents’ vulnerability to risk taking due to its deleterious effects on different processes 

critical for executive function such as working memory and inhibitory control (Hostinar, 

Stellern, Schaefer, Carlson, & Gunnar, 2012; Lovallo, 2013; Lovallo et al., 2013; 

McDermott et al., 2013). However, recent findings from a randomized control trial of foster 

care present a different picture. In this study, children institutionalized at or soon after birth 

were randomly assigned either to be removed from institutions and placed into a family/

foster care intervention or to remain in institutions receiving care as usual. These children 

were subsequently followed up through 12 years of age and compared with a sample of 

children who had never been institutionalized on risk-taking behavior, motivation (i.e., 

sensation seeking), and executive control (i.e., planning). The findings suggest that early 

psychosocial deprivation did indeed have deleterious effects on executive control; children 

who were raised in institutions performed significantly worse on planning than did their 

foster care and never institutionalized counterparts. Interestingly, deprivation did not 

increase risk taking—on the contrary: Institutionalized children showed significantly less 

risk taking than did foster care children and children who were never institutionalized 

despite their significantly lower levels of executive control. What is even more relevant for 

the current discussion is that this effect was mediated by sensation seeking, an important 

developmental motivation (Zuckerman, 1979, p. 10) and moderated by executive control. In 

other words, psychosocial deprivation decreased engagement in risk taking among 

adolescents by reducing the motivation to do so. Interestingly, higher levels of risk taking 

were observed among adolescents who were higher not only on sensation seeking (the 

motivation) but also on executive control, supporting the notion that the person may 

sometime recruit executive control to engage in impulsive behavior as means to relevant 

motivations. (Kopetz et al., 2017).

The results discussed above suggest that impulsive behavior could be facilitated (rather than 

reduced) by executive control. We believe that this is the case because executive control 

allows the individual to inhibit alternative goals (e.g., health and safety) and/or to distort the 

information in line with his or her current motivation (Bélanger et al., 2013; Bélanger, 

Kruglanski, Chen, & Orehek, 2014; Kirchner & Sayette, 2007; Kunda, 1990; Windschitl, 

2002). This may explain why people disregard the potential negative consequences of their 

actions: In the moment, the person focuses on the most salient and important goals (e.g., 

alleviating negative affect) resulting in the inhibition of alternative goals (e.g., health; 

Kopetz et al., 2011) and reducing the relevance of the potential negative consequences.
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5 | CONCLUSIONS

The present paper proposes a “new look” into impulsivity, according to which impulsive 

behavior may sometimes be strategic or enacted as a means to people’s goals. Impulsivity 

has been typically approached as a dysfunctional tendency to act in response to immediate 

stimuli without consideration for future consequences. Not surprisingly, impulsivity has 

been examined extensively as a predictor of negative outcomes such as substance use or 

overeating. To explain impulsive behavior, researchers have invoked deficits in one’s ability 

to control immediate reactions and to act in line with long-term, important goals. The 

consequence of this approach is a negative, moralistic perspective of impulsive behavior that 

confounds the outcomes with the processes. “Bad” outcomes and choices (according to 

normative societal standards) are attributed to impulsivity and believed to be caused by 

people’s inability to control their automatic reactions to stimuli. By contrast, “good” 

outcomes or choices are believed to be the result of higher order processes and people’s 

ability to act according to their goals.

We argue that this approach fails to consider the function of the behavior and has eschewed 

our understanding of the nature of impulsive behavior. We propose an alternative approach 

that considers impulsive behavior as goal directed. We do not argue that there is no 

impulsive behavior. People do act spontaneously, in response to situational stimuli without 

any apparent conscious plan. Their behavior may appear reckless and may reflect disregard 

for future consequences. We also do not argue that there is no “impulsivity,” as an individual 

characteristic. Certain people may have a stronger tendency to focus on the immediate 

benefits of a behavior and/or may have a lower tolerance to uncertainty and ambiguity. 

Under certain circumstances, they may be more likely to attempt to respond quickly to their 

immediate concerns. In the process, they appear to disregard other concerns (e.g., their own 

or others’ health and safety) and the extent to which their momentary actions may interfere 

with them. What we argue is that this type of behavior and individual tendency may not 

necessarily reflect lack of ability, deficiencies, or poor self-regulation (misregulation) 

Rather, it represents individuals’ attempts to fulfill the most important and salient goals in 

the moment with the best available means. Therefore, impulsive behavior may be 

understood, prevented, and changed by applying the principles of goal pursuit. In line with 

this argument, we discussed how delay discounting, RSB, risk taking in the context of 

emotion dysregulation, and adolescent risk behavior are enacted when they are perceived as 

relevant to the individual’s goals. Furthermore, they become less likely when alternative 

means to fulfill these goals are available. Finally, these behaviors could be supported rather 

than reduced by sufficient executive control, a hallmark of goal pursuit.

This approach allows us to identify the general principles underlying different 

manifestations of impulsive behavior and to move away from attempts to understand it 

through lists of characteristics and dimensions. It provides a framework to explain the 

inconsistencies in the literature regarding the within-individual variability in impulsive 

behaviors across situations and measures, as well as to integrate instances of impulsive 

behavior that do not necessarily result in negative outcomes. In doing so, it helps us to move 

away from pathologizing or moralizing the behavior and provides insights about potential 

strategies to mitigate the negative consequences of acting impulsively.
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