
 

 

 

Self-regulation and ego-depletion: The differential impact of 
assimilation and accommodation functions 
 
Prof. Dr. Klaus Fiedler (Psychologisches Institut) 

Prof. Dr. Christiane Schwieren (Alfred-Weber-Institut für Wirtschaftswissenschaften) 
Prof. Dr. Henning Plessner (Institut für Sport und Sportwissenschaft) 

 

Abstract: 

The aim of the project is to relate prior work by Kathleen Vohs (Minnessota) on ego-

depletion to the proponents’ prior work on assimilation and accommodation 

conceived as two complementary adaptive functions. The notion of ego depletion 

refers to the hypothesis that continued self-monitoring and attempts to avoid 

mistakes and norm violations lead to a state of ego-depletion (comparable to 

muscle soreness) that will impair subsequent performance and self-control (leading 

to uncontrolled eating, failure to concentrate, and mis-regulation on subsequent 

tasks). Such impairment in self-control due to ego-depletion can have detrimental 

consequences for academic learning, monitoring functions, risk-avoidance, 

overspending, cooperation in therapy and dieting, or sports performance. The 

guiding hypothesis of the present project is that a major moderator and limiting 

condition of ego-depletion can be found in the distinction between two 

complementary adaptive functions, assimilation versus accommodation. Whereas 

accommodation refers to an organism’s readiness to meet the challenges and 

demands of the environment, assimilation denotes the reverse adaptive function, 

whereby the individual subsumes (“assimilates”) the environment under self-

determined goals, knowledge structures and “theories”. Our working hypothesis to 

be tested in several experiments states that ego-depletion is bound to 



 

 

accommodative task settings and that assimilative strategies afford a remedy for 

ego-depletion. Thus, on one hand, we expect to point out limitations in the domain 

of ego-depletion effects. On the other hand, we also expect to illuminate the manner 

in which assimilative versus accommodative adaptation strategies are moderated 

by the dynamics of resource-depletion (such that depletion invites assimilation while 

replenishment of ego resources facilitates accommodation). Both theoretical and 

practical implications of the findings will be discussed and illustrated in the 

publications emerging from this project.            

– This joint research is part of an extended collaboration between Kathleen Vohs as 

a winner of an Anneliese-Maier-Award of the Humboldt Foundation and Klaus 

Fiedler (Institute of Psychology, Heidelberg University) and Christiane Schwieren 

(Alfed-Weber-Institute for Economics, Heidelberg University) as her German hosts 

and research partners. 

 


