


• “Intolerance of Uncertainty” (IU): extent to which people 

are distressed and impaired by the presence of 

uncertainty (Carleton, Norton, & Asmundson, 2007):

• Prospective IU: distress caused by uncertainty and 

attempts to reduce future uncertainty 

• Inhibitory IU: difficulty with functioning in uncertain 

conditions

• Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (Carleton et al., 2007)

• “Unforeseen events upset me greatly.”

• “Even the smallest doubt can stop me from 

acting.”



• IU is significantly associated with symptoms of anxiety disorders 

(Boelen, Reijntjes, & Carleton, 2014)

• A mean correlation of .57 between IU and symptoms of 

generalized anxiety disorder (Gentes & Ruscio, 2011).

• Depression

• A mean correlation of .53 between IU and major depressive 

disorder symptoms (Gentes & Ruscio, 2011).

• IU is also associated with negative, repetitive thinking in 

response to stressful situations.



Due to the worry, rumination, and 

anxiety that stem from IU, IU may 

undermine individuals’ abilities to 

maintain self-control, especially in 

stressful contexts.

Inhibitory IU should be especially 

relevant (difficulty functioning in 

the face of uncertainty).



• Self-control has many aspects:

• Delay of gratification (DG): individuals’ 

willingness to choose a larger reward in the 

future instead of a smaller reward 

immediately (Luhmann et al., 2011; Casey et 

al., 2011)

• Negative urgency: tendency to act rashly 

when feeling bad (Lynam et al., 2006).



• Study 1: Correlational design investigating associations between 

questionnaire measures of intolerance of uncertainty and self-control.

• Study 2: Experimental study examining whether increasing IU leads to 

lower delay of gratification.

• Study 3: A longitudinal study determining whether IU predicts problems 

with self-control under extreme stress of COVID-19. 



• Purpose: Correlational design examining whether intolerance of uncertainty is 

associated with measures of lower self-control

• Participants: 367 college undergraduates 

• 22.6% male, 76% female, and 1.4% other or no answer

• 70.6% European American or White

• Measures: 

• Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale (IUS-12; Carleton et al., 2007)

• Prospective IU

• Inhibitory IU

• Self-control scale (Tangney et al., 2004)

• Negative Urgency scale (Lynam et al., 2006)

• Procedures: Participants completed questionnaires online



• Overall IU was both negatively related to self-control and positively related 

to negative urgency (r = - .12 and r = .29)

• Inhibitory IU was negatively related to self-control and positively 

related to negative urgency (r = - .20 and r = .33)

• Prospective IU was associated with negative urgency (r = .22), but 

not with self-control.

• These results suggest that there are significant modest to moderate 

associations between trait IU and self-control.



• Purpose: an experimental study examining whether increased IU causes 

lower delay of gratification (an aspect of self-control). 

• Participants: 253 college undergraduates

• 27.7% male, 71.1% female, and 1.2% other or no answer

• 75.9% European American or White

• Procedure: Experimental session

• Randomly assigned to 1 of 2 groups: high IU OR low IU. IU level was 

manipulated by reading articles about uncertainty.

• Completed dependent measure: Delay of Gratification task





• Participants in the high IU condition were less willing to delay 

gratification than participants in the low IU condition, F(1,251) = 

6.89, p = .009. 

• IU caused a decrease in delay of gratification.



• Purpose: A longitudinal study determining whether IU (assessed 

before the pandemic) predicted problems with self-control under 

extreme stress of COVID-19

• Participants: 205 college undergraduates

• 18% male, 81% female, and 1% other or no answer

• 68.3% European American or White



• Procedures:

• T1 (October 2019 or early Feb 2020): pretesting trait IU.

• T2 (late April/early May 2020): mid-pandemic completed 

online study

• state self-control 

• narrative coded measure of self-control 

• procrastination



• Correlations between pre-pandemic IU and mid-

pandemic self-control measures:

• Pre-pandemic inhibitory IU negatively predicted 

narrative and self-reported self-control and 

positively predicted procrastination (r = -.17, r = -

.18, and r = .17).

• Pre-pandemic prospective IU did not predict any 

measures of self-control or procrastination.

• These results suggest that IU predicts later problems 

with self-control in the context of a highly stressful and 

uncertain pandemic.



• Summary:

• All three studies showed that IU is associated with problems with self-control, 

and Study 2 provides evidence that IU may cause these problems.

• Studies converge on the same conclusion using different methods and 

measures of self-control.

• Limitations

• Samples of college undergraduates, predominantly female and white

• Implications

• IU may play a causal role in problems with self-control, which has important 

clinical implications

• People with IU may need additional support in developing greater skills in self-

regulation, particularly during times of stress.





Variable I II III IV V 

I. Prospective IU 1 - - - - 

II. Inhibitory IU .67** 1 - - - 

III. Overall IU .93** .90** 1 - - 

IV. Self-control -.027 -.20** -.12* 1 - 

V. Negative urgency .22** .33** .29** -.60** 1 
 

Table 1. Correlation between components of Intolerance of Uncertainty, self-

control, and negative urgency.

p < .05*, p < .01 **



Variable I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX 

I. Trait Inhibitory IU  1 - - - - - - - - 

II. Trait Prospective IU .64** 1 - - - - - - - 

III. Trait Overall IU .88** .93** 1 - - - - - - 

IV. State Inhibitory IU .47** .35** .44** 1 - - - - - 

V. State Prospective IU .36** .46** .46** .72** 1 - - - - 

VI. State Overall IU .44** .45** .49** .91** .95** 1 - - - 

VII. Procrastination .17* .02 .09 .37** .15* .27** 1 - - 

VIII. Self-reported Self-control -.18* -.06 -.12 -.34** -.18* -.26** -.68** 1 - 

IX. Narratives Self-control -.17* -.13 -.16* -.28** -.20** -.25** -.40** .45** 1 

 

Table 2. Correlation between components of Intolerance of 

Uncertainty, Procrastination, self-reported self-control, and self-

control from narratives

p < .05*, p < .01 **


