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Chapter       8    

Motivation          

  J OHN  A. B ARGH , P ETER  M. G OLLWITZER, AND  G ABRIELE  O ETTINGEN   

 It is Friday afternoon. On Monday, you have an important 

examination. Even though you have been aware of this 

deadline during the week, you did not find the time to 

study for the test. So you set yourself the goal to study 

over the weekend. How do you arrive at a strong commit-

ment to attain this goal? You may even plan when to start 

and how you will deal with potential disruptions. How do 

you make effective plans for initiating goal striving and for 

shielding it from getting derailed? 

 In the first part of this chapter, we address how people 

may best use conscious thought to make goal pursuit effec-

tive. In the second part of the chapter, we discuss an alter-

native, unconscious route to effective goal pursuit. Think 

now of another student who faces the same examination 

on Monday. Arriving at home from school on Friday after-

noon, she walks by a picture of her father who had been 

her model to perform well in school. Without conscious 

thought, she pulls out her notebook, places it on her desk, 

and gets started. In the second part of the chapter, we 

 discuss how this unconscious activation of goals can influ-

ence people ’ s thoughts, feelings, and actions.  

  THE GOAL CONCEPT IN THE PSYCHOLOGY 
OF MOTIVATION 

 Social psychologists use the term  “ motivation ”  to describe 

why a person in a given situation selects one response 

over another or makes a given response with great ener-

gization or frequency. Imagine a person searching for 

someone else in a crowd. She gets excited when she finds 

that person, and then she runs toward him. Each of those 

responses involves motivation, which can manifest itself 

cognitively (e.g., searching), affectively (e.g., excitement), 

and behaviorally (e.g., running). To the question of what 

drives motivation: The history of the psychology of moti-

vation is revealing ever more sophisticated answers. This 

chapter discusses the field of motivation from its origins in 

animal studies to its investigations into the human mind, 

focusing on how humans in social contexts pursue both 

conscious and unconscious goals. 

 Based on learning theory advanced by early animal psy-

chologists (Hull, 1943, 1952; Spence, 1956), the strength 

of the tendency to respond was at first considered to be 

a function of an organism ’ s skills (or habit strength), 

its needs, and the incentive value of the outcome. For 

 example, how fast an animal runs toward a box contain-

ing food depends on its habit strength, its hunger, and the 

quality and quantity of food. However, with the advance of 

the cognitive revolution in psychology, these determinants 

of motivation, as well as the concept of motivation itself, 

became ever more elaborated. 

 The neobehaviorist and cognitive learning theorist 

Tolman (1932, 1952) influenced the field through his 

observations of  mus norvegicus albinus , postulating 

that various mental processes are  “ intermediate in the 

causal equation between environmental stimuli and  . . .  

overt behavior ”  (Tolman, 1932, p. 2). These  intermediate 

 processes entailed concepts of purpose (ends and means) 

and expectations (e.g., mean expectations, end expecta-

tions, and mean – end expectations). The social psycholo-

gists Festinger (1942) and Atkinson (1957) drew on that 

work in their research on what motivates humans to select 

and perform tasks of varying difficulty. They suggested 

that people weight the incentive value of the desired out-

come with the expectancy that it would  actually occur. 

Preparation of this chapter was supported in part by Grant R01-MH60767 from the U.S. National Institutes of Health to JAB, by a 

German Research Foundation Grant GO 387/14-2 to PMG, and by German Research Foundation Grants OE 237/10-1 and 237/12-1 

to GO.

CH08.indd   268CH08.indd   268 12/18/09   2:39:58 PM12/18/09   2:39:58 PM



The Goal Concept in the Psychology of Motivation   269

 Social cognitive learning theorists (e.g., Bandura, 1982) 

went a step further, factoring in whether one could suc-

cessfully perform the necessary behavior required to arrive 

at a desired outcome (so - called efficacy or control beliefs). 

These theorists also alluded to further relevant expectan-

cies, such as whether the situation by itself would pro-

duce the desired outcome (Heckhausen, 1977), whether 

performing a given behavior would lead to the desired 

outcome (Bandura, 1977, 1982), whether achieving the 

desired outcome would be instrumental to accruing further 

positive consequences (Vroom, 1964), whether the desired 

outcome could be brought about somehow by the person ’ s 

actions (Oettingen, 1996), and whether the future in  general 

would be bright (Abramson, Seligman,  &  Teasdale, 1978; 

Scheier  &  Carver, 1987). 

 Adding these expectancy - related variables helped to 

explicate in more detail what Hull and Spence tried to cap-

ture with the concept of habit strength, that is, the  “ can ”  

aspect (or feasibility aspect) of the motivation to make a 

certain response:  “ Can the desired outcome be brought 

about? ”  But the cognitive revolution also helped to explain 

the  “ want ”  aspect (or desirability aspect) of the motivation 

to make a certain response:  “ Do I really want the desired 

outcome? ”  This desirability issue was captured by Hull 

and Spence in two components, as the concept of need and 

the concept of incentive. 

 With respect to need, the cognitively inspired psychol-

ogy of motivation ventured into the concept of motives 

(for a summary, see McClelland, 1985b), defined as the 

class of incentives that a person finds attractive (e.g., 

achievement, power, affiliation, or intimacy). More impor-

tantly, McClelland (1985a) discovered that depending on 

whether this preference for certain classes of incentives 

was measured implicitly (as assessed by the Thematic 

Apperception Test) or explicitly (as assessed by attitude 

questionnaires), it predicts the execution of different types 

of motive - related responses: actions people spontaneously 

engage in versus actions people decide to engage in after 

thoughtful deliberation. 

 It was also found that whether an incentive is hoped 

for or feared matters greatly. For instance, a person with 

a strong achievement motive, longing for the pride associ-

ated with success, will choose a task of medium difficulty 

to pursue; this level of difficulty provides the most infor-

mation about achievement level. However, a person who 

abhors the shame associated with failure (Atkinson, 1958, 

1964) will choose either an easy or a difficult task, which is 

an effective strategy to avoid shame (easy tasks are likely 

to be solved, and failure on too - difficult tasks can easily be 

explained). Finally, researchers have differentiated among 

types of incentives (Heckhausen, 1977). For instance, 

in the realm of achievement, anticipation of positive 

self - evaluations (e.g.,  “ I did really well! ” ), positive 

 evaluations by others (e.g., praise by the teacher), higher -

 order positive consequences (e.g., successful professional 

career), and consequences that go beyond achievement 

(e.g., having a good time with co - workers) can all motivate 

people to do well on given tasks. 

 But the psychology of motivation has not only inves-

tigated a person ’ s readiness to make a certain response: It 

has also explicated this readiness itself to predict whether 

one response is chosen over another or is engaged in with 

a high intensity or frequency. Most importantly in this 

regard, Ajzen and Fishbein (1969) suggested that this read-

iness should be assessed in terms of a person ’ s intention 

to make the response. Mischel (1973) went a step further 

and argued that such intentions can be conceived as self -

 imposed goals that imply standards that the person intends 

to meet (with respect to quality and quantity criteria). 

 It is important to note here that this conceptualization of 

the term  “ goal ”  is quite different from how the same term 

was used by the behaviorists. According to the behavior-

ists (e.g., Bindra, 1959; Skinner, 1953), a goal is nothing 

but a powerful incentive, defined as objects and events that 

affect an organism ’ s behavior radically and reliably (e.g., 

food, sexual stimulation, or a sudden loud noise). Whether 

an object or event is treated as a goal, however, depends 

solely on the investigator ’ s perspective on the organism ’ s 

behavior. If the investigator selects a certain incentive as a 

reference point for the description of a respective behavior, 

this incentive becomes a goal. For example, Skinner (1953) 

refers to the food that is provided as incentive to explore 

a maze as the animal ’ s goal (or reason) to run through the 

maze. However, a behaviorist researcher ’ s statement that 

food is a goal to the hungry organism means nothing more 

than (1) it is known that food is an incentive to the organism, 

and (2) the researcher has chosen to describe the behavior 

of the organism in relation to food rather than in relation 

to any other object or event. In the behaviorist tradition, 

the reference point for goal - directed behavior is thus 

not the goal set by the organisms  themselves. Behaviorists 

do not analyze internal goals or the processes leading to 

goal setting. Skinner (1953) phrased this most cogently 

when he referred to  “ goal directedness ”  as an effective and 

easy - to - use term for the description of persistent, appropri-

ate, and searching behavior toward an incentive that results 

from some kind of learning. 

 To the contrary, cognitive social learning theorists (e.g., 

Bandura, 1989; Mischel, 1973) considered goals as internal 

and subjective processes and states, and this had tremendous, 

transformational consequences for the study of motivation: 

     1.   If one conceptualizes goal - directed responses in rela-

tion to subjective goals held by the individual (e.g., to 
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get to know an attractive person), then one begins to 

ask new questions, such as how people set  themselves 

such goals and how they strive to achieve them. 

Noticing the unique nature of both of these problems, 

Lewin (Lewin, Dembo, Festinger,  &  Sears, 1944) 

suggested adopting a distinct theoretical perspec-

tive for goal setting versus goal striving. Present - day 

 researchers rediscovered Lewin ’ s approach (e.g., see the 

action - phase model; Gollwitzer, 1990; Heckhausen  &  

Gollwitzer, 1987). Today, research on motivation 

explicitly targets either the determinants and processes 

of goal setting or the determinants and processes of 

goal striving and successful goal attainment. 

 Conceptualizing goals as internal and subjective 

has the additional advantage of differentiating the con-

tent of the goal from the responses performed in its 

service. This distinction has led to research on how goals 

are framed and how their framing facilitates different 

responses. For example, it matters whether an achieve-

ment goal is framed as a learning goal or a performance 

goal (e.g.,  “ I want to learn from performing the task ”  

versus  “ I want to show my abilities ” ; Dweck, 1996).  

    2.   Conceptualizing goals as subjective internal states also 

raises the question of whether the mental representa-

tion of a goal can be activated outside of a person ’ s 

awareness (as suggested in the auto - motive model; 

Bargh, 1990). Given that goals are internal mental 

representations, how do such mental representations 

relate to the representations of other goals, subgoals, 

and means of attainment (Kruglanski, 1996)? Such 

considerations have been the focus of the psychology 

of motivation over the past 10 years. New questions 

then emerged (e.g., How does goal striving that is 

nonconsciously activated compare with goal striving 

that is consciously activated? Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee -

 Chai, Barndollar,  &  Tr ö tschel, 2001; Oettingen, Grant, 

Smith, Skinner,  &  Gollwitzer, 2006), and new answers 

to old questions were found (e.g., How does striving 

for a goal linked to several means differ from striving for 

a goal where the same means can serve a host of goals? 

Kruglanski  &  Kopetz, 2008). 

 Research on goals is now fl ourishing. This upsurge 

of the goal concept becomes evident when perusing 

recent relevant edited volumes (e.g., Heckhausen  &  

Heckhausen, 2008; Kruglanski  &  Higgins, 2007; 

Morsella, Bargh,  &  Gollwitzer, 2009; Moskowitz  &  

Grant, 2009; Shah  &  Gardner, 2008) or the contents of 

major conference programs, in which the goal concept 

is now one of the most frequently appearing theoreti-

cal constructs. Accordingly, this chapter discusses the 

recent advances in studying motivation in social psy-

chology by focusing on goals.    

 The first part of the chapter reviews and discusses 

research in the classic tradition of motivation  psychology. 

Here, the individual or self is considered an active, con-

scious agent, involved in setting goals and striving to 

attain them. The second part turns to the research litera-

ture on automatic or nonconscious goal pursuit, which has 

analyzed whether goals can also operate independently 

of conscious selection and guidance. That review shows 

that consciously set and unconsciously activated goals 

alike lead to goal striving with features similar to those 

shown in the conscious goal pursuit literature. It also pro-

vides a unifying framework for conscious and unconscious 

goal pursuit by pointing out that unconscious motivational 

mechanisms have the place of primacy in the evolution of 

human motivation.  

  CONSCIOUS GOAL PURSUIT 

 This section on conscious goal pursuit is subdivided into 

 goal setting  versus  goal striving  (goal implementation). 

The discussion of goal setting first targets various deter-

minants of goal content and goal structure. For instance, 

what determines whether people set themselves goals 

in the achievement or the affiliation domain and whether 

these goals are framed as learning versus performance 

goals? The goal - setting discussion then moves to the ques-

tion of how people can strategically regulate the process of 

goal setting so that they arrive at particularly strong goal 

commitments. 

 Then the section on conscious goal pursuit switches to 

a discussion of the issue of goal implementation. How do 

content (e.g., cooperative vs. competitive) and structural 

features (e.g., specific vs. vague standards) of goals affect 

people ’ s success in striving for their goals, and what con-

textual variables (e.g., affective states, competing action 

tendencies, power position) matter? The discussion ends 

with an analysis of the self - regulation strategies people can 

use to promote goal attainment (i.e., planning and persis-

tent acting toward the goal). 

  Goal Setting 

 What makes people set themselves goals of a certain con-

tent and structure, and how can they self - regulate their 

goal setting? When trying to answer this question, it is 

important to recognize that many goals are assigned by 

others (e.g., employers, teachers, or parents). In this case, 

it matters who assigns what goal to whom and how the 

perceived message is delivered. Locke and Latham (1990, 

2006) suggest that source variables, such as legitimacy and 

trustworthiness, play important roles in the transformation 
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of an assigned goal into a personal goal. For recipients of 

such assigned goals, perceiving the goal as desirable and 

feasible, redefining it as a personal goal, and integrat-

ing it with other existing goals are vital. Finally, relevant 

message variables include the discrepancy between the 

assigned goal and the recipient ’ s respective current goal 

(e.g., when a low - calorie diet is suggested to a person with 

a moderate dieting goal) and whether fear appeals are used 

(e.g., information on the dramatic medical consequences 

of health - damaging behavior). Anyone promoting a par-

ticular goal in others should also consider the processing 

skills and motivation of the recipient as a moderator of 

the effects of source, recipient, and message variables on 

accepting assigned goals as personal goals. 

 But people arrive at personal goals in ways other than 

by accepting the goals assigned by others: People also 

set goals for themselves. Such goal setting may still be 

influenced by others — for example, when goals are con-

jointly set (e.g., in participative decision making and 

employee involvement) or when goals are adopted from 

highly respected models (e.g., adopting standards for 

self - rewards). Social context cues, such as normative 

expectations of the social community, may also influ-

ence a person ’ s goal selection (Ajzen, 1985). So what are 

the internal (personal) determinants of the content and 

structure of the goals people set for themselves? 

  Goal Content 

 Assuming that people set themselves desirable goals (i.e., 

incentive valence of goal attainment is high), goal content 

should be influenced by people ’ s needs, wishes, and higher -

 order goals. Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, and Deci (1996), for 

instance, report that the content of people ’ s goals reflects 

their  needs  for autonomy, competence, and social integra-

tion (see also Hagger, Chatzisarantis,  &  Harris, 2006). 

For example, people may set themselves the goal to per-

form a given task independently, to acquire the necessary 

skills to perform the task, or to become integrated into an 

admired team. Interestingly, goal choice in line with these 

needs is more pronounced when people are confronted 

with reminders of mortality (Lykins, Segerstrom, Averill, 

Evans,  &  Kemeny, 2007). With respect to the translation 

of the power motive or need (i.e., influencing others is 

highly attractive, as assessed implicitly by the Thematic 

Apperception Test; Winter, 1991) into respective goals, 

Schultheiss and Brunstein (1999) observed that an exercise 

of imagining others perform well on a power - related task 

produces more a motive - congruent setting of the goal to 

succeed on this task. 

 Markus and Nurius (1986; Oyserman, Bybee,  &  Terry, 

2006) suggested that people conceive of themselves not 

only in terms of what they are (i.e., the  self  concept) but also 

what they  wish  to become in the future (i.e., the   possible 
self  ). These possible selves should give people ideas on 

what kinds of personal goals they might want to strive for. 

Once people have set themselves  higher - order goals , such 

as becoming a physician, a good parent, or a moral person 

(Gollwitzer  &  Kirchhof, 1998), these higher - order goals 

may determine the contents of lower - order goals as well. 

The contents of such  “ be ”  goals determine the contents of 

respective  “ do ”  goals (Carver  &  Scheier, 1998).  “ Be ”  goals 

have been described by using terms such as  “ current con-

cerns ”  (Klinger, 1977),  “ self - defining goals ”  (Wicklund  &  

Gollwitzer, 1982),  “ identity goals ”  (Gollwitzer  &  Kirchhof, 

1998),  “ personal projects ”  (Little, 1983),  “ personal striv-

ings ”  (Emmons, 1996), and  “ life tasks ”  (Cantor  &  Fleeson, 

1994). The degree to which higher - order  “ be ”  goals deter-

mine the choosing of lower - order  “ do ”  goals depends on 

the degree of commitment to the respective higher - order 

 “ be ”  goals (Brunstein  &  Gollwitzer, 1996). 

 But the perceived desirability of a potential behavioral 

goal also depends on the person ’ s  attitude  toward that goal. 

As Ajzen and Fishbein (1980; Fishbein  &  Ajzen, 1975) 

have pointed out, attitude in theory is the sum total of the 

possible positive and negative consequences associated 

with the attainment of the behavioral goal, with each of 

these consequences weighted by its perceived likelihood 

of occurrence. In practice, people may not go through 

such a comprehensive reasoning process to develop each 

attitude. Furthermore, these consequences do not have to 

be experienced; false suggestions that they might have 

occurred (e.g., the false suggestion of a negative child-

hood event) suffice to affect a person ’ s behavioral goals 

(Geraerts et al., 2008). Finally, as suggested by Bandura 

(1977, 1997), feasibility concerns play an important role 

in goal setting as well. It matters whether people feel that 

they can make the responses that produce the desired goal. 

Self - efficacy beliefs (or  “ control beliefs ”  as referred to 

by Ajzen, 1985, 1991, in his theory of planned behavior) 

need to be high for strong intentions (goal commitments) 

to emerge. Again, people do not need to have made such 

responses successfully in the past for high self - efficacy to 

emerge; rather, the belief in their own skills suffices (e.g., 

beliefs based on observing similar others making similar 

responses; Bandura, 1977). 

 Recent research has focused on the question of what 

motivates people to reflect on the desirability or feasibility 

(or both) of a given goal choice. For instance, Cioffi and 

Garner (1996) found that requiring active choices of a goal 

(i.e., answering affirmative items to do volunteer work) led 

to thinking of more reasons such a decision could be attrac-

tive than did requiring only a passive choice to be made 

(i.e., skipping items that affirmed the opposite choice). 

Liberman and Trope (1998) reported that reflecting  on a 
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potential goal that is psychologically distant (e.g.,  acting 

on the goal is required in the distant future rather than 

near future) makes people focus on the goal ’ s desirability, 

whereas a goal that is psychologically near (e.g., acting on 

the goal is required soon) triggers feasibility concerns. But 

considering a potential goal that is psychologically distant 

not only may turn the person ’ s mind to the desirability of 

this goal but actually may increase its perceived desirabil-

ity. Specifically, when Vasquez and B ü hler (2007) varied 

near versus far psychological distance by having people 

imagine the performance of a future task from a first -  or 

third - person perspective, they observed that the impor-

tance of doing well (i.e., high desirability of goal attain-

ment) increased by taking a third - person perspective. The 

latter perspective produced higher desirability that in turn 

led to a stronger goal to do well on the task at hand (for 

similar findings using a different psychological distance 

manipulation, see Fujita, Trope, Liberman,  &  Levin - Sagi, 

2006). So it appears that psychologically close versus 

distant construals of a goal do more than affect to what 

extent desirability or feasibility is considered; psychologi-

cally distant construals can also make a goal  seem  more 

desirable. 

 Another mode of thought that affects a person ’ s readi-

ness to reflect on the desirability or feasibility of a goal is 

counterfactual thinking (Epstude  &  Roese, 2008; McCrea, 

2008). Failing to reach a set goal (e.g., not doing well 

in a midterm examination after setting out to receive an 

A) often triggers thoughts such as  “ If only I had studied 

harder, I would have done better on the midterm exam! ”  

Such counterfactual thought in turn triggers thoughts on 

the desirability and feasibility of studying harder for the 

class, potentially leading to the goal to study harder for 

this class in the future. But when it comes to adjusting 

goals to internal and external demands, counterfactual 

thinking is not the only form of thinking attentively, repeti-

tively, or frequently about one ’ s self and one ’ s world. 

A summary article by Watkins (2008) points out many others, 

for instance, rumination (or brooding on negative stimuli), 

worry, mind wandering, chronic self - consciousness, and 

mental simulation. Each of these forms of thinking may 

produce a differential readiness to consider desirability 

and feasibility of potential goals. Researchers have also 

investigated whether a future outcome being perceived 

as highly desirable leads to being overly optimistic about 

its feasibility. The evidence is mixed, and the mechanisms 

that lead to such overly optimistic expectations still need 

further research (Krizan  &  Windschitl, 2007). 

 It is not only mode of thought that influences desir-

ability and feasibility considerations and assessments; 

emotional states also play a role. Traditional analyses 

of emotion (e.g., Frijda, 1986; Russell, 2003) emphasize 

the potential of emotions to elicit behavior directly: for 

 example, fear produces fight or flight or disgust leads to 

rejection. Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, and Zhang (2007) 

have argued that behaviors can produce emotional out-

comes. For example, stealing may lead to feelings of guilt. 

By cognitively anticipating such outcome emotions, people 

can learn about the desirability of performing the respec-

tive behavior (e.g., pride may signal high desirability) and 

about its feasibility (e.g., surprise may signal that the out-

come is more easily attained than originally expected). As a 

consequence, when people deliberate whether to perform 

a certain behavior, they may anticipate relevant outcome 

emotions. These anticipated emotions in turn may provide 

valuable feedback on whether to set the goal to perform 

the behavior or not.  

  Goal Structure 

 The previous paragraph on goal setting described how 

people arrive at goals of different content (e.g., to help a 

colleague or to compete) and concluded that people set 

goals that they perceive as desirable and feasible. Goals 

with the same content may, however, have different struc-

ture. The next part of the chapter addresses relevant types 

of goal structure and their determinants. 

 People prefer to interpret the behavior of others as 

approach motivated, even when they recognize that their own 

identical behaviors are motivated by avoidance (Miller  &  

Nelson, 2002). This interpretation bias implies that people 

are capable of framing the same goal in terms of either 

 approach  or  avoidance  (Elliot, 2008). For instance, a per-

son who wants to be a good student may frame the goal 

of doing well in class as either approaching good grades 

(earning As and Bs) or avoiding bad grades (no Cs and Ds). 

Whereas both of these goals would be expected to energize 

behavior, the direction pointed to in the first case is toward 

positive stimuli, whereas in the second case it is away from 

negative stimuli. 

 People with the trait disposition of extraversion prefer 

to set themselves approach goals, whereas people with the 

trait disposition of neuroticism prefer to set themselves 

avoidance goals (Larsen  &  Augustine, 2008). These differ-

ential preferences for approach versus avoidance framing 

are also supported by the evidence for state extraver-

sion and state neuroticism (Heller, Komar,  &  Lee, 2007). 

Gray ’ s (1990, 1994) Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory 

points to a further individual difference variable, that is, 

reward sensitivity versus punishment sensitivity (see also 

the behavioral approach system vs. behavioral inhibition 

system scales; Carver  &  White, 1994). Moreover, whether 

people set themselves approach versus avoidance goals in 

the achievement and affiliation domains depends on their 

motive dispositions of hope for success versus fear of 
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 failure (Elliot, 1997) and hope for affiliation versus fear of 

rejection, respectively (Gable, 2006). 

 Higgins (1997; Scholer  &  Higgins, 2008) has suggested 

that people may not only frame outcome goals in terms 

of approach and avoidance but also may frame strategy 

goals, such as  how  they want to strive for a given out-

come goal in terms of approach versus avoidance. For 

instance, one may want to approach a desired end - state 

either by promotion strategies (i.e., with eagerness) or 

prevention strategies (i.e., with vigilance). Equally, when 

one moves away from an undesired end - state, one can also 

use either promotion strategies (eagerness) or prevention 

strategies (vigilance). The framing of strategy goals in 

terms of promotion versus prevention has been found to be 

a consequence of whether people construe their self either 

as an  ideal  self that they desire to be or as an  ought  self that 

they feel compelled to be: ideal - self individuals prefer a 

promotion framing, whereas ought - self individuals favor 

a prevention framing. 

 Dweck (1996) has suggested a framing distinction 

between  performance goals  and  learning goals . Goals in 

the achievement domain, for example, may either focus 

on finding out how capable one is (performance goals) 

or on learning from the task (learning goals). Molden and 

Dweck (2006) argue that implicit theories on the nature of 

ability determine the preference for performance versus 

learning goals. If people believe that ability is fixed and 

cannot be easily changed (i.e., hold an entity theory of 

ability) they prefer to set performance goals. However, if 

people believe that ability can be improved by learning 

(i.e., hold an incremental theory of ability), they prefer to 

set learning goals. 

 Another structural feature of goals is their level 

of  abstractness . People generally prefer to set themselves 

abstract goals. They adopt concrete goals predominantly 

when they run into problems attaining an abstract goal (see 

action identification theory; Vallacher  &  Wegner, 1987). 

However, people also vary to the extent to which they 

typically think of their actions in low - level terms or pre-

fer high - level identifications (Vallacher  &  Wegner, 1989). 

Importantly, this general preference for either an abstract 

or a concrete level of identifying actions may also be 

reflected in the choice of abstract versus concrete goals. 

 Finally, goals of any content (e.g., solving a math prob-

lem, writing a book, getting to know a stranger) can be 

specified at different levels of  difficulty . Three lines of 

research identified determinants of difficulty preference. 

First, Atkinson (1957) pointed out early on that whether 

a person ’ s achievement motive is dominated by hope for 

success or fear of failure is crucial for the level of difficulty 

preferred. Individuals with hope for success prefer medium 

levels of difficulty, whereas individuals with fear of failure 

prefer either low or high levels of difficulty. Assuming that 

low - difficulty tasks are associated with a high likelihood 

of success, and assuming that failing at difficult tasks can 

be attributed to the task rather than to one ’ s lack of ability, 

choosing low -  or high - difficulty  levels is a self -  protective 

mechanism (Weiner, 1992). Second, Hollenbeck, Williams, 

and Klein (1989) observed that commitment to difficult 

goals was higher when goals were made public rather than 

stayed private and when locus of control was perceived 

as internal as compared with  external. And third, Bandura 

(1997) reports that having successfully achieved an earlier 

goal stimulates the setting of ever more challenging goals; 

this is assumed to be caused by a person ’ s heightened 

sense of efficacy originating from just having successfully 

attained the prior goal.  

  Self - Regulation of Goal Setting 

 Knowing the determinants of the content and the structure 

of the goals people set for themselves still does not answer 

the question of how people arrive at strong goal commit-

ments in the first place. Perceiving a goal as desirable and 

feasible does not guarantee that one actually commits to 

and strives for this goal (i.e., becomes committed to its 

realization). For instance, someone may wish to learn to 

play the violin because that person loves to make music 

and feels capable of doing so, yet committing oneself to 

realize this wish takes a further step. It is this further step 

that is addressed next. 

 Various mental strategies advance the transition from 

wishes and fantasies to goal commitments. The  theory 
of fantasy realization  specifies three respective self -

  regulation strategies (Oettingen, 2000): mental contrasting, 

indulging, and dwelling. In  mental contrasting , people first 

imagine the fulfillment of a wish or fantasy (e.g., giving 

a good presentation at a conference) and then reflect on 

the present reality that stands in the way of attaining the 

desired future (e.g., evaluation anxiety). Mental contrast-

ing is a problem - solving strategy that makes people rec-

ognize that they have not fulfilled their wish yet and that 

they need to take action to achieve the desired future. As 

a consequence, expectations of attaining the desired future 

become activated and determine a person ’ s goal commit-

ment and subsequent striving to attain the desired future. 

When perceived expectations of success are high, people 

actively commit to realizing the desired future; when 

expectations of success are low, people refrain from doing 

so and thus venture on to alternative wishes and desired 

futures. In this way, mental contrasting helps people dis-

criminate between feasible and unfeasible goals. 

 The theory of fantasy realization specifies two further 

routes to goal setting. People may engage either in  indulg-
ing  (envisioning only the attainment of the wished-for 
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future) or in  dwelling  (reflecting only on the present nega-

tive reality). Neither of these mental strategies produces 

any experienced discrepancy between future and real-

ity; thus, the individual fails to recognize that actions 

(making responses) are necessary to achieve the desired 

future. Therefore, expectations of success do not become 

activated, and goal setting does not reflect the perceived 

likelihood of reaching the desired future. Individuals who 

indulge and dwell show a medium level of goal commit-

ment, even though the resource - efficient strategy to follow 

would be for no engagement in the case of low expecta-

tions of success and full engagement in the case of high 

expectations of success. For example, when it comes to the 

goal of giving a good presentation at a conference, both an 

indulging and a dwelling person will show moderate prep-

aration, regardless of whether a successful performance is 

perceived as within reach or as hardly possible. 

 Various experiments support these claims (e.g., 

Oettingen, 2000; Oettingen, H ö nig,  &  Gollwitzer, 2000). In 

one study (Oettingen, Pak,  &  Schnetter, 2001, study 4), first -

 year students enrolled in a vocational school for  computer 

programming indicated their expectations of excelling in 

mathematics. Next, they named positive aspects that they 

associated with excelling in  mathematics (e.g., feelings of 

pride or increasing job prospects) and negative aspects 

of reality, that is, potential obstacles (e.g., being distracted 

by peers or feeling lazy). In the  mental  contrasting con-

dition, participants had to elaborate in  writing two posi-

tive aspects of the future and two aspects of reality, in 

 alternating order beginning with the positive aspect of the 

future. Participants in the indulging condition were asked 

to elaborate four positive aspects of the future only; in the 

dwelling condition, they instead elaborated four negative 

aspects of  reality only. As a dependant  variable, participants 

indicated how energized they felt with respect to excelling 

in math (e.g., how active, eventful, or energetic). 

 Two weeks after the experiment, the participants ’  

 teachers reported how much effort each student had invested 

over the interim and provided each student with a grade for 

that period. As predicted, only in the mental contrasting 

condition did the students feel energized, exert effort, and 

earn grades based on their expectations of success. Those 

with high expectations of success felt the most energized, 

invested the most effort, and received the highest course 

grades; those with low expectations of success felt the 

least energized, invested the least effort, and received 

the lowest course grades. To the contrary, participants in 

both the indulging and the dwelling conditions felt moder-

ately energized, exerted medium effort, and received medium 

grades independent of their expectations of success. 

 Various studies pertaining to different life domains rep-

licated this pattern of results, for example, experiments 

on studying abroad, acquiring a second language, getting 

to know an attractive stranger, finding a balance between 

work and family life, self - improvement, and idiosyncratic 

interpersonal wishes of great importance. Furthermore, 

strength of goal commitment was assessed by cognitive 

(e.g., making plans), affective (e.g., feelings of frustration), 

motivational (e.g., feelings of energization), and behavioral 

(e.g., amount of invested effort) indicators. These indica-

tors were measured via self - report or observations, either 

directly after the experiment or weeks later. All of these 

studies evidenced the same patterns of results: given high 

expectations of success, participants in the mental contrast-

ing group showed the strongest goal commitment; given 

low expectations, mental contrasting participants showed 

least goal commitment. Participants who indulged in posi-

tive images about the future or dwelled on negative images 

of reality showed medium commitment no matter whether 

expectations of success were high or low. It is important to 

note that the outcomes of mental contrasting do not occur 

as a result of changes in the level of expectations (feasi-

bility) or incentive valence (desirability) but rather as a 

result of the mode of self - regulatory thought (i.e., mental 

contrasting, indulging, or dwelling), with mental contrast-

ing aligning strength of goal commitment to expectations. 

Furthermore, the effects of mental contrasting depend on 

the person perceiving the present reality as an obstacle, 

that is, as standing in the way of realizing the desired future 

(Oettingen et al., 2001, study 3). 

 Recent research shows that mental contrasting does 

not have to pertain to the attainment of a positive future; 

 people can also fantasize about a negative future and con-

trast these negative fantasies with reflection on positive 

reality. Oettingen, Mayer, Thorpe, Janetzke, and Lorenz 

(2005) observed in a group of xenophobic high school stu-

dents that when negative fantasies (i.e., fears that social 

conflicts would arise from foreign youth moving into their 

neighborhood) are contrasted with reflections on a posi-

tive reality standing in the way of the feared future (i.e., 

youth having wonderful and exciting soccer matches with 

foreigners), this produces expectancy - dependent goal 

commitments as well (i.e., the goal of approaching the for-

eigners by investing time and effort in welcoming foreign-

ers in the neighborhood). Moreover, Oettingen, Mayer, 

and Thorpe (in press) found that setting oneself the goal 

to stop smoking can be facilitated by mentally contrasting 

the feared future of negative health consequences with the 

current positive reality of still having a healthy body. 

 The mediating processes of mental contrasting pertain 

to energization (Oettingen, Mayer, Sevincer, et al., 2009). 

Specifically, mentally contrasting a desired future with 

obstacles of present reality leads to energization, which 

in turn creates goal commitments strong enough to lead 
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to effective goal striving and successful goal  attainment. 

Mediating effects of energization on goal commitment are 

shown on physiological indicators of energization (e.g., 

systolic blood pressure) as well as on experiential indica-

tors (e.g., self - report of feeling energized). Mental con-

trasting also spurs planning, a known cognitive mediator 

between expectations of success and goal commitment 

(Oettingen  &  Stephens, 2009). 

 Mental contrasting, because it is a problem - solving strat-

egy, necessitates heightened cognitive activity. A recent 

experiment attesting to this idea used continuous magne-

toencephalography, a brain imaging technique measuring 

magnetic fields produced by electrical activity in the brain 

(Achtziger, Fehr, Oettingen, Gollwitzer,  &  Rockstroh, 

2009). Mental contrasting, as compared with indulging 

or simply resting, produced heightened brain activity in 

areas associated with working memory, episodic memory, 

 intention maintenance, action preparation, and vivid visu-

alization. That is, mental contrasting implies vividly imag-

ining a desired future, anticipating hindrances to realizing 

this future, and making plans on how to overcome these 

barriers. The brain activity associated with indulging, on 

the other hand, did not differ from resting. 

 Given this latter finding, one might think that  indulging 

in the future could also potentially lead to strong goal 

 commitments — if individuals were to engage only in 

highly positive fantasies about the future. But research 

on engaging in positive versus negative fantasies about 

the future speaks against this argument. Oettingen and 

Wadden (1991) observed that obese women who would 

spontaneously indulge in positive fantasies about their 

weight loss were less successful in achieving a lower body 

mass (after 4 months and 2 years) than were obese women 

whose spontaneously produced fantasies were more nega-

tive. Moreover, Oettingen and Mayer (2002) observed that 

people who indulge in positive fantasies (valence and fre-

quency) show comparatively weaker goal commitments (as 

assessed by their efforts to strive for the goal) in the areas 

of academic achievement (i.e., achieving a good grade in 

a psychology class), professional achievement (i.e., find-

ing a job after graduation), interpersonal relations (i.e., 

finding a romantic partner), and health (i.e., recovering 

from hip surgery). Importantly, it did not matter whether 

the spontaneously produced positive fantasies pertained 

to the desired outcome or to the ways of getting there. Also, 

goal commitment in these studies was assessed 2 weeks or 

even 2 years after the assessment of the spontaneously pro-

duced positive future fantasies. 

 At first, the reported findings seem to be in contrast 

to research observing the facilitating effects of posi-

tive affect on performance in executive - functions tasks 

(Dreisbach  &  Goschke, 2004; Gable  &  Harmon - Jones, 2008; 

Kaz é n  &  Kuhl, 2005). However, these facilitating effects 

evince for  individuals who perform these tasks while 

being in a positive affective state. Note that in the  studies 

reported earlier, performance was assessed long after the 

hype produced by the positive affective state had van-

ished. Therefore, performance was a function of goal com-

mitment, and a binding goal commitment cannot emerge 

when people indulge in their wishes and fantasies about 

the future. 

 A further strategy of goal setting is suggested by 

the  mindset theory of action phases  (Gollwitzer, 1990; 

Heckhausen  &  Gollwitzer, 1987). This theory maintains 

that setting goals means selecting one of many wishes and 

deciding to realize it. The theory posits that goal pursuit 

has multiple stages, called action phases, that people need 

to successfully navigate to attain a goal: the predecision, 

the preaction, the action, and the postaction phases. Each 

phase is characterized by a distinct task that must be accom-

plished, and engaging in each of these tasks produces a 

typical mindset that facilitates task completion. Setting 

a goal is the result of navigating the predecisional phase. 

 Assuming that people generally entertain more wishes 

than they have time or means to realize, they face the task 

of having to decide among the wishes to accomplish at least 

some of them. The deliberation of desirability and feasibil-

ity guides this decision. Accordingly, whenever people start 

to deliberate their wishes, cognitive procedures become 

activated that allow for open - minded processing of avail-

able information (Fujita, Gollwitzer,  &  Oettingen, 2007), 

tune people toward processing information related to the 

desirability and feasibility of their wishes (Gollwitzer, 

Heckhausen,  &  Steller, 1990), and allow even - handed 

(impartial) and objective (realistic) analysis of this infor-

mation (Armor  &  Taylor, 2003; Bayer  &  Gollwitzer, 2005; 

Gagn é     &  Lydon, 2001a, 2001b; Gollwitzer  &  Kinney, 

1989; Taylor  &  Gollwitzer, 1995). 

 Mindset theory assumes that the transition from the pre-

decisional phase to the preaction phase takes the form of 

a resolution that leads to a determination to act. Through 

this resolution, the desired end - state specified by the 

wish becomes a goal that the individual feels committed 

to achieve. According to mindset theory, the desirability 

and feasibility of a wish need to be fully and completely 

deliberated before people can move from indecisiveness 

to decisiveness. Accordingly, when people feel that they have 

deliberated enough, they should be able to justify to them-

selves that they can now make such a move (i.e.,  “ cross the 

Rubicon ” ). Indeed, Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, and Ratajczak 

(1990) observed that as - yet - undecided people were more 

likely to make a decision after they had been asked to 

list likely positive and negative, short - term and long -

 term consequences of goal attainment and to judge the 

CH08.indd   275CH08.indd   275 12/18/09   2:40:03 PM12/18/09   2:40:03 PM



276  Motivation

 likelihood of goal attainment. Importantly, another  strategy 

helped people decide among wishes: When undecided 

people were lured into planning the implementation of the 

wish on the pretense that a resolution to act on the wish 

had already occurred, they became more likely to make 

and commit themselves to a decision.   

  Goal Striving 

 Once people have set themselves goals, it cannot be 

assumed that attaining the goal is inevitable; rather, only 

the first step has been taken. People need then to move 

on and to engage in  goal striving . Whether a desired goal 

is attained depends on how well this goal striving is exe-

cuted. Successful goal striving depends first on what kind 

of goals people have set for themselves; again, the relevant 

variables are goal content and how this content is struc-

tured or framed. However, successful goal striving also 

depends on coping effectively with a few typical problems: 

initiating goal - directed actions, persisting in the face of dif-

ficulties, shielding the goal from distractions,  disengaging 

from ineffective means, and not  overextending oneself. 

This self - regulatory issue of what people can do to make 

their goal striving more effective in the face of these prob-

lems (i.e., the effective self - regulation of goal striving) is 

discussed in the section following those on goal content 

and goal framing. 

  Goal Content 

 Goal content strongly affects the chances of  implementing 

a goal successfully. Ryan et al. (1996) have argued that 

goals of autonomy, competence, and social integration 

favor creativity, cognitive flexibility, deep processing 

of information, and effective coping with failure. These 

effects are assumed to be mediated by an intrinsic self -

 regulation (see the self - concordance model by Sheldon  &  

Elliot, 1999), because the needs of autonomy, compe-

tence, and social integration are associated with intrinsic  

goal striving in line with a person ’ s interests or core  values 

rather than with extrinsic goal striving in line with envi-

ronmental pressures or internal sanctions. Intrinsic goal 

striving is preferred by individuals with positive self -

 regard (Judge, Bono, Erez,  &  Locke, 2005), and it can 

be facilitated from outside by teachers who provide 

autonomy support (e.g., when law school faculty provide au-

tonomy support, grade point average improves; Sheldon  &  

Krieger, 2007). Moreover, intrinsic goal striving fosters not 

only the attainment of behavioral goals but also the attainment 

of goals that pertain to cognitive and affective responses (e.g., 

the goal to evaluate others in a fair, nonprejudicial manner 

as assessed by implicit and explicit measures of prejudice; 

Legault, Green - Demers, Grant,  &  Chung, 2007). The positive 

effects of intrinsic goal  striving extend beyond the indi-

vidual. Gore and Cross (2006) observed that goals based on 

intrinsic reasons implicating others (e.g., the people involved 

make it fun or it is important to the people close to me) also 

facilitate goal attainment. 

 Goal striving based on autonomy, competence, and 

social integration needs has also been analyzed with respect 

to subjective well - being (Deci  &  Ryan, 2000). Such goals 

are observed to be positively associated with high well -

 being and life satisfaction, whereas goals of making money, 

becoming famous, and acquiring high status are negatively 

related. The latter is particularly true for individuals who 

feel highly efficacious, implying that people who suc-

cessfully attain materialistic goals are particularly at risk 

for low well - being (Kasser  &  Ryan, 1993). More recent 

research on the link between goal striving and well - being 

has found that when it comes to striving for goals that sat-

isfy autonomy, competence, and social integration needs, 

the balance of meeting these goals also matters (Sheldon  &  

Niemiec, 2006). People who experience balanced need sat-

isfaction report higher well - being than those with the same 

sum score but high variability in need satisfaction. 

 Recent research also suggests that the two intrinsic 

reasons for striving for academic success — having joy 

and fun during striving versus feeling it to be important 

to strive for academic success — have differential effects 

on well - being (Burton, Lydon, D ’ Alessandro,  &  Koestner, 

2006). Whereas striving for fun leads to high well - being 

independent of the performance level achieved, striving 

because it is personally important (also referred to as  iden-
tified striving ) leads to well - being that is contingent on the 

achieved performance level. Imagine a scientist who writes 

a manuscript because it is fun versus a scientist who 

writes because writing is felt as important, and assume that 

both scientists submit their manuscript for publication. The 

Burton et al. (2006) research suggests that the latter should 

be in a worse position to cope with a rejection letter than 

the former. 

 Brunstein, Schultheiss, and Gr ä ssmann (1998) have 

shown that the relation between a person ’ s progress toward 

a personal goal and well - being is moderated by the fit 

between the content of the goal and the person ’ s motive 

disposition. For instance, people with strong achieve-

ment and power needs (measured as implicit motives by 

the Thematic Apperception Test; McClelland, 1985b) 

who have goals with the same theme report higher emo-

tional well - being when progressing toward their goals 

than those whose needs and goals do not match. The same 

is true of people with strong affiliation and intimacy needs 

who have goals with the same theme. Differential con-

sequences of successful goal striving on well - being also 

relate to friendship goals based either on compassion or on 
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promoting a positive self - image. Whereas the former type 

of goal striving produces feelings of closeness and con-

nectedness, the latter type leads to loneliness and feelings 

of anxiety (Crocker  &  Canevello, 2008). Finally, a recent 

meta - analysis on the relative consequences of striving 

for cooperative, competitive, and individualistic goals for 

achievement in adolescents suggests that higher achieve-

ment and more positive peer relationships are associated 

with cooperative rather than competitive or individualistic 

goal striving (Roseth, Johnson,  &  Johnson, 2008).  

  Goal Structure 

 In addition to goal content, structural features of set goals 

affect whether goal striving is successful or not. For exam-

ple, goal striving is said to depend on the strength of goals 

(intentions; Ajzen, 1985, 1991; Ajzen  &  Fishbein, 1980). 

But most tests of this goal – behavior relationship involve 

only correlational studies that preclude causal inferences. 

A recent meta - analysis by Webb and Sheeran (2006) took a 

closer look at this assumption by selecting studies where the 

strength of the goal was manipulated relative to a control 

group, and differences in subsequent goal - directed behavior 

were observed. They found 47 experimental tests of the 

intention (goal) – behavior relationship that actually used 

an experimental manipulation of the strength of the goal 

(intention). The meta - analysis showed that the medium -

 to - large change in strength of intention ( d     �  .66) led to a 

small - to - medium change in respective behavior ( d     �  .36). 

 But success in goal striving not only depends on the 

strength of the goal; it also depends on what kind of aspi-

ration or standard is specified in the goal (i.e., whether 

the person wants to achieve a lot or only a little). Locke 

and Latham (2002, 2006) report that participants are more 

likely to attain challenging goals spelled out in specific 

terms than to attain moderately specific goals or chal-

lenging but vague (i.e.,  “ do your best ” ) goals. This effect 

has several prerequisites: frequent performance feedback, 

strong goal commitment, low goal complexity, and avail-

ability to the individual of necessary skills and means. 

What does not seem to matter is whether goal setting is 

determined from outside (assigned goals), freely chosen 

by the individual (self - set goals), or chosen in interaction 

with others (participative goals). As potential mediators 

of the goal - specificity effect, Locke and Latham point to 

heightened persistence, attention to the execution of goal -

 directed behaviors, greater readiness to plan the goal pur-

suit, and feedback and self - monitoring advantages. 

 Goal implementation is also affected by the structural 

features of time frame and goal orientation (i.e., approach 

vs. avoidance orientation, promotion vs. prevention, learn-

ing vs. performance orientation, low vs. high  psychological 

distance, and low vs. high identity relation). Note that 

the earlier discussion of goal setting pertained to what 

 determines that a person sets goals with various structural 

features. What follows is a discussion of the kinds of con-

sequences choosing one or the other structural framing has 

for successful goal attainment. 

 Bandura and Schunk (1981) argue that the  time frame  

of a set goal can be broken into many small units or one 

large unit. Children who were uninterested and performed 

poorly in mathematics pursued a program of self - directed 

learning (a total of 42 pages of instructions) under con-

ditions involving either a distal goal only (42 pages in 

seven sessions) or the distal goal plus proximal subgoals 

(6 pages per session for seven sessions). Additional proxi-

mal goals improved the children ’ s arithmetic scores by 

providing more performance feedback, thus making it 

easier to  monitor progress in goal pursuit. However, this 

feedback advantage may turn into a disadvantage when the 

goals require inhibition (e.g., goals to refrain from chat-

ting in class), as people more readily discover failures that 

may cause them to give up prematurely. Indeed, Cochran 

and Tesser (1996) observed that the goal proximity effect 

reverses for goals framed in terms of preventing failures. 

 Framing of orientation of social goals in terms of 

 approach and avoidance  clearly affects their attainment. For 

instance, striving for the goal of making new friends versus 

striving for the goal of not being lonely produces quite differ-

ent outcomes. With respect to the outcome variable of satis-

faction with social bonds versus loneliness, the latter leads 

to less favorable results than the former (Elliot, Gable,  &  

Mapes, 2006; Strachman  &  Gable, 2006). Recent research 

suggests that these differences are mediated by differential 

attention and memory processes, differential interpretation 

and weighting of available information, and differential 

evaluation of the progress made toward goal attainment. 

 Higgins (2000; F ö rster, Higgins,  &  Idson, 1998; 

Shah, Higgins,  &  Friedman, 1998) reports that approach 

goals benefit more from goal striving that uses eagerness -

 related approach strategies (such as pulling things toward 

oneself) than from vigilance - related avoidance strategies 

(such as pushing things away from oneself), whereas the 

reverse is true for avoidance goals. The assumed reason 

for this is  value from fit . Higgins (2000, 2006) argues that 

people engage more in goal striving when the strategies 

used match the goal orientation (i.e., eagerness strategies to 

positive outcome focus and vigilance strategies to negative 

outcome focus) than when there is a mismatch (i.e., vigi-

lance strategies to positive outcome focus and eagerness 

strategies to negative outcome focus). This heightened 

engagement in turn leads to higher perceived value and 

strength of attraction to this outcome. 

 Framing goals in terms of  learning versus performance  

has been found to have different effects on achievement 
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(Dweck, 1996). Learning goals lead to better achievement 

than performance goals because the former allow for more 

effective coping with negative feedback than the latter. For 

people with performance goals, negative feedback signals 

failure and lack of ability and thus causes them to give up 

prematurely. People with learning goals, on the other hand, 

view negative feedback as a setback and as a valuable cue 

on how to focus on new strategies, thus furthering goal 

attainment. 

 Elliot and Church (1997) observed that performance 

goals are less detrimental when they are framed as 

approach goals (e.g.,  “ I want to get good grades ” ) rather 

than avoidance goals (e.g.,  “ I do not want to get bad 

grades ” ). Recent studies by Darnon, Harackiewicz, Butera, 

Mugny, and Quiamzade (2007), however, show that this 

is only true when the achievement context does not allow 

for the emergence of fear of failure (i.e., the task is easy or 

the feedback on achievement is unambiguously positive). 

Also, the effort that people put into performing a task (El -

 Alayli, 2006) depends on whether the framing of the task 

goal is in line with their na ï ve theories of whether the impli-

cated personal attribute is malleable (incremental theory) 

or fixed (entity theory). This finding is in line with obser-

vations by Plaks and Stecher (2007), indicating that viola-

tions of both implicit theories lead to comparatively more 

anxiety and impaired subsequent task performance (i.e., 

when entity theorists learn that performance has declined 

and when incremental theorists learn that performance 

has not improved despite having had access to a learning 

opportunity). 

 Recent research on the framing of achievement goals in 

terms of learning versus performance has also investigated 

its influence on interactions in social achievement situa-

tions (Poortvliet, Janssen, Van Yperen,  &  Van de Vliert, 

2007). People with learning goals are oriented reciprocally. 

They give information openly, and they process received 

information with a focus on those pieces of information 

that fit well and add value to their chosen task strategy. On 

the other hand, people with performance goals are oriented 

exploitatively. They provide information to others reluc-

tantly, and they process received information with a sus-

picious attitude that leads them to focus on detecting and 

disregarding low - quality information that might hurt their 

task performance. 

  Psychological distance  is another important structural 

feature. Liberman, Trope, McCrea, and Sherman (2007) 

had research participants indicate either why or how 

another person would perform an activity (e.g., open a 

bank account) and then asked them to guess when this per-

son would enact the activity. As it turned out,  “ why ”  con-

struals of the activity revealed longer time estimates than 

 “ how ”  construals. Interestingly, this effect also applied to 

a person ’ s own behavioral goals. Again,  “ why ”  construals 

led to more delayed enactment estimates than  “ how ”  

construals. This effect was replicated even when induced 

by other means than  “ why ”  versus  “ how ”  construal (e.g., by 

having participants think about implicated traits vs. means 

or describing the activity in concrete, low - level terms, such 

as  “ checking a paper for spelling and typing errors, ”  vs. 

abstract, high - level terms, such as  “ proofread a paper ” ). 

Most importantly, McCrea, Liberman, Trope, and Sherman 

(2008) assessed actual enactment times of intended activ-

ity (i.e., returning a filled - out questionnaire to the experi-

menter on time) that was framed in terms of high versus 

low psychological distance. Even though psychologi-

cal distance was again manipulated by various methods, 

low psychological distance led to earlier enactment of 

the intended activity than high psychological distance. It 

appears, then, that framing a goal in terms of high versus 

low psychological distance engenders the risk of procrasti-

nating about the goal pursuit. 

 Finally, it matters whether a person frames a given 

task goal in terms of its  identity - relatedness . For instance, 

the task of solving a certain arithmetic problem can be  

approached with the goal of solving it effectively or the goal 

of identifying oneself as a mathematician. The latter 

goal has been referred to as a  self - defining goal  or iden-

tity goal, as it specifies an identity as a desired end - state. 

Self - completion theory (Wicklund  &  Gollwitzer, 1982) pro-

poses that people who are committed to identity goals can 

undertake various activities to claim identity - goal attain-

ment, because many behaviors indicate the possession 

of such identities. For a scientist, for example, such self - 

symbolizing activities might include engaging in professional 

duties (e.g., giving lectures), making positive self - descriptions 

(e.g.,  “ I discovered a new principle! ” ), exerting identity - 

relevant social influence (e.g., advising students), or acquiring 

respective skills, tools, and material symbols (e.g., program-

ming skills, fast computers, or a large office). 

 Failing to perform an identity - relevant activity or lack-

ing an identity symbol produces a state of incompleteness; 

to restore completeness, people engage in self - symbolizing 

efforts (summary by Gollwitzer  &  Kirchhof, 1998). People 

then emphasize the possession of alternative symbols or 

set out to acquire new identity symbols (e.g., engaging 

in identity - relevant activities, Brunstein  &  Gollwitzer, 

1996; describing oneself as having the required personal-

ity attributes, Gollwitzer  &  Wicklund, 1985; or showing 

off relevant status symbols, Harmon - Jones, Schmeichel,  &  

Harmon - Jones, 2009). Importantly, affirming one ’ s gen-

eral self - integrity or bolstering one ’ s self - esteem are not 

sufficient to offset incompleteness regarding an identity 

goal; rather, one must acquire specific identity symbols 

(Ledgerwood, Liviaton,  &  Carnevale, 2007). 
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 Research on self - completion theory has discovered that 

a higher level of completeness is reached when a social 

audience notices the individual ’ s self - symbolizing activi-

ties (Gollwitzer, 1986). In addition, incomplete individuals 

are more concerned with finding an audience for their iden-

tity strivings than are completed individuals (Brunstein  &  

Gollwitzer, 1996). This self - symbolizing, however, has 

its costs. Self - symbolizing individuals see others only in 

terms of the potential to notice their compensatory efforts; 

thus, they lack social sensitivity (Gollwitzer  &  Wicklund, 

1985). Most interestingly, when people make public their 

intention to acquire a certain self - definitional indicator 

(e.g., when a person who wants to become a great stu-

dent publicly utters the behavioral intention to enroll in 

an inspiring course), it turns out that actual efforts toward 

completion are reduced (Gollwitzer, Sheeran, Michalski,  &  

Seifert, 2009). Apparently, when others take notice of a 

stated identity - relevant behavioral intention, the superordi-

nate goal of claiming the identity is already reached; thus, 

performing the intended behavior becomes less necessary. 

This finding is in line with results of earlier self -  completion 

studies; public, positive self - descriptions claiming the 

possession of an identity symbol produced the same sense 

of self - definitional completeness as actual identity - relevant 

achievements (Brunstein  &  Gollwitzer, 1996; Gollwitzer, 

Wicklund,  &  Hilton, 1982). It is also consistent with the 

general goal turnoff effect phenomenon discussed later in 

this chapter.  

  Context Variables 

 Striving for a given goal depends on more than the con-

tent of the goal and its structural features. It also depends 

on the context in which the person is situated. Although 

context variables have not yet been analyzed with respect 

to goal setting, research on context variables in goal striv-

ing differentiates various internal and external context 

variables. Internal context variables relate to the person ’ s 

affective state and the array of competing action tenden-

cies, whereas external variables are focused on the power 

position of the goal striver.  

  Affective State   In a series of studies, Tice, Bratslavsky, 

and Baumeister (2001) focused on negative affect and 

observed that feeling emotionally distraught (i.e., having 

been asked to imagine that one has caused a traffic acci-

dent that killed a child) makes it difficult to follow through 

with goals of not eating unhealthy food or delaying grati-

fication to attain better long - term rewards. Moreover, this 

emotionally negative state intensifies procrastination: for 

example, people did not use the time provided to study for 

an upcoming test. In each study, it appeared that the reason 

people did not act on their goals was simple: They felt that 

inaction would alleviate their negative emotional states. 

 Positive affect, on the other hand, has been observed 

to facilitate goal striving. In early childhood (2 to 4 years 

of age), positive emotionality in children ’ s interactions 

with their mothers facilitates the difficult self - regulation 

required for tasks such as slowing down, lowering one ’ s 

voice, or delaying the unwrapping of a received gift. 

Research with adults has focused on how positive affect 

achieves this positive effect. Kaz é n and Kuhl (2005; 

Kuhl  &  Kaz é n, 1999) argue that even though decreases 

in positive affect make it easier to maintain an intention in 

working memory, it takes an increase in positive affect to 

facilitate the successful behavioral implementation of dif-

ficult intentions (e.g., to do well on the Stroop task). Tamir 

and Robinson (2007) report data suggesting that positive 

moods (measured or induced) are associated with selec-

tive attention to reward stimuli. Gable and Harmon - Jones 

(2008) observed that positive affect induced by imagin-

ing rewards (such as tasty desserts) produces the reduced  

breadth of attentional focus, which facilitates focusing on 

specific action tendencies and thus tenacious goal striving. 

Apparently, positive affect makes people focus on reward-

ing stimuli that in turn produce a narrowing of attentional 

focus that makes it easy to strive for the goal at hand. 

 Given that positive affect seems to foster goal striving 

on well - structured tasks (e.g., Stroop and task -  switching 

paradigms), this does not imply that positive affect is 

beneficial to striving for all kinds of tasks. Complex and 

ill - defined tasks require that people anticipate  potential 

obstacles and hindrances. This is easier when people 

experience negative affect. Not surprisingly, then, posi-

tive affect was found to be a hindrance for complex and 

ill - defined tasks rather than a facilitator of goal attainment 

(Markman, Lindberg, Kray,  &  Galinsky, 2007; Oettingen  &  

Mayer, 2002; Taylor, Pham, Rivkin,  &  Armor, 1998). And 

people are found to prefer to be in negative emotional 

states if those states better facilitate goal striving: Soldiers 

entering battle or football players during a game prefer an 

angry, aggressive (negative) mood rather than a relaxed, 

positive mood (Tamir, 2009).  

  Competing Action Tendencies   The success of goal striv-

ing depends on whether it stays undisturbed by competing 

action tendencies. Kuhl ’ s action control theory (Kuhl  &  

Beckmann, 1994) postulates that for an ordered action 

sequence to occur the striving for a current guiding goal 

must stay shielded from other competing responses (e.g., 

the goal of making a phone call must not be derailed by the 

competing response to tidy one ’ s desk). In such shielding, 

Kuhl ’ s action control theory differentiates several control 

mechanisms, such as  attention control, emotion control, 
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and environment control. High environment control, for 

example, is achieved when the situation in which the focal 

goal is to be enacted is freed from distractions. Whether and 

how effectively these control mechanisms operate depends 

on the current control mode of the individual: action ori-

entation is seen as beneficial, whereas state orientation is 

seen as a handicap. The former is characterized by a con-

centration on planning and initiating goal - directed actions, 

as well as responding flexibly to situational demands; the 

latter is associated with failing to disengage from unattain-

able goals, dwelling on setbacks, or thinking unrealistically 

about future successes. An individual ’ s orientation may be 

influenced by situational variables (e.g., surprising events 

or persistent failures), but it is grounded in one ’ s personal 

disposition. 

 Interestingly, state - oriented individuals readily misper-

ceive assigned goals as self - generated (Kaz é n, Baumann,  &  

Kuhl, 2003); this finding has given rise to a new theoretical 

perspective called  Personality Systems Interaction  theory 
(Kuhl, 2000). This theory sees the control of goal - directed 

action as a result of the interaction of various  mental 

subsystems (i.e., intention memory, extension memory, 

intuitive behavior control, and object recognition) under 

conditions of change from low to high positive affect ver-

sus change from low to high negative affect. From this per-

spective, action versus state orientation is understood as a 

parameter that modulates the cooperation between these 

systems, thus leading to different kinds of action control 

with different outcomes. 

 The analysis of the question of what makes for effective 

goal shielding has received much research attention. For 

instance, Shah, Friedman, and Kruglanski (2002) observed 

that high commitment to the focal goal facilitates goal 

shielding (measured in terms of reduced accessibility of 

a competing goal), whereas feeling anxious and sad hin-

ders it. Moreover, when people consider the progress they 

have made toward the goal, there is less goal shielding, as 

people open up to competing goals; this effect occurs even 

when people are told merely to intend to make progress in 

the future (Fishbach  &  Dhar, 2005). However, this nega-

tive effect of goal progress on goal shielding should only 

be expected if the goal - directed actions taken (or intended) 

are interpreted by the individual as completing the goal; 

if the action is instead interpreted as indicating a strong 

commitment to the focal goal, then improved goal shield-

ing would be expected (Fishbach, Dhar,  &  Zhang, 2006; 

Koo  &  Fishbach, 2008). In line with this reasoning, Louro, 

Pieters, and Zeelenberg (2007) report on the basis of diary 

and experimental studies that the effects of perceived prox-

imity to the goal are moderated by the experience of posi-

tive or negative goal - related emotions. That is, when the 

attainment of the focal goal is remote, positive  emotions 

promote goal shielding whereas negative emotions  hinder 

it; in this case, positive emotions apparently indicate a 

feeling of high goal commitment. When closer to the goal, 

positive emotions decrease shielding of the focal goal 

whereas negative emotions prompt increased goal shield-

ing; here, positive emotions apparently indicate a feeling 

of high goal attainment. 

 Finally, from a cognitive, executive - functions perspec-

tive, goal shielding in the service of a focal goal must strike 

a balance between two antagonistic challenges: on the one 

hand, the focal goal must be shielded from interferences, 

and thus distracting information should be inhibited; on 

the other hand, the environment must be monitored for 

potentially significant information that may necessitate 

a goal switch (background monitoring). The benefits of 

goal shielding (i.e., preventing interferences) incur costs 

in terms of overlooking significant information occurring in 

the background; the benefits of background monitoring 

(i.e., noticing task - irrelevant but potentially significant 

stimuli) incur costs in terms of increased susceptibility 

to interference. How does the human brain handle this 

dilemma? Using a prospective memory task paradigm, 

Goschke and Dreisbach (2008) observed that goal shield-

ing is intensified at the cost of background monitoring 

when the former is most needed (i.e., when goal striving 

is at risk of being derailed) and background monitoring is 

reinstated when goal striving runs smoothly (i.e., when 

goal shielding is no longer needed). 

  Goal systems theory  provides a further cognitive per-

spective on goal shielding (Kruglanski et al., 2002). The 

theory has three major tenets. First, any given goal can 

be connected to any sensible number of means. If a goal 

is connected to six means, for instance, then the goal can 

be attained through any of these means or any combina-

tion of them. Said differently, there may be many means 

to a given goal (equifinality configuration), and there may 

be many goals linked to a single means (multifinality 

configuration). Second, it is always the active (focal) goal 

that captures the means for its accomplishment. Given that 

cognitive resources are limited, investing attention and 

effort into a focal goal implies removal of resources from 

a competing goal (allocational property). Attainment of 

the focal goal becomes more likely, and attainment of the 

competing goal becomes less likely. Third, not all means 

of a given goal are equally substitutable (contextual depen-

dence property). Only contextually available means can 

be considered for selection, and among these available 

means the most salient, vivid, and accessible will win out. 

Moreover, context matters, as some contexts render certain 

means more desirable than others. Based on these consid-

erations, recent research shows that when a given means 

for goal striving is perceived as serving multiple goals, it is 
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less likely to be selected or valued as highly instrumental 

than when it is perceived as serving only one goal (Zhang, 

Fishbach,  &  Kruglanski, 2007). Accordingly, goal striv-

ing should be less vulnerable to disruptions (i.e., should be 

associated with enhanced goal shielding) when it is based 

on using means unique to that goal.  

  Power Position   Researchers have focused on the contex-

tual variable of being in a position of power versus being 

powerless. Power has been manipulated experimentally in 

several ways: participants remember an incident in which 

they had power over someone or someone had power over 

them, they imagine or act in a powerful role (manager or 

evaluator) or a powerless role (subordinate or worker), or 

power is primed outside of awareness, for example, by hav-

ing participants perform a scrambled sentences task using 

words related to having power ( “ authority ”  and  “ dominate ” ) 

or to lacking power ( “ subordinate ”  and  “ obey ” ). These stud-

ies have shown that not only do powerful (as compared with 

powerless) participants relate differently to people by treat-

ing them as a means to the attainment of their goals (i.e., 

objectivation; Gruenfeld, Inesi, Magee,  &  Galinsky, 2008) 

but they also differ in the ways in which they strive for per-

sonal goals. 

 Guinote (2007) observed that people in power procras-

tinate less in pursuing their goals, they persist longer in 

the face of difficulties, they show more willingness to try 

different strategies to attain the goal, and they more readily 

seize good opportunities to make goal - directed responses. 

In addition, they more readily recognize whether a given 

situation can be used to serve their goals and then allow 

suitable situations to guide their behavior (Guinote, 2008). 

All of this appears to be facilitated by a change in execu-

tive functioning. Smith, Jostmann, Galinsky, and van Dijk 

(2008) report that powerful individuals are better than 

powerless ones at updating goal - relevant information (i.e., 

new information is monitored for goal relevance, and rel-

evant information replaces old, irrelevant information 

in working memory). They are also better at inhibiting 

responses that may interfere with the present goal and at 

planning by continuously switching between the main goal 

and the respective subgoals. Finally, these powerful partic-

ipants show less goal neglect (i.e., forgetting to strive for 

the goal; Kane  &  Engle, 2003) by actively maintaining the 

goal in working memory. Future research could profitably 

explore the extent to which these effects are mediated by 

heightened efficacy beliefs or to which control beliefs are 

likely to be stimulated by the power manipulations.  

  Self - Regulation of Goal Striving 

 The preceding discussion considered goal content and 

structure, as well as contextual variables (e.g., relative 

power), as determinants of successful goal striving and 

goal  attainment. The self - regulation approach to goal striv-

ing, on the other hand, focuses on how the individual can 

master the problems inherent in goal striving. To attain the 

set goal, the individual needs to seize opportunities to act, 

ward off distractions, flexibly step up efforts in the face of 

difficulties, bypass barriers, and compensate for failures and 

shortcomings. Various theories address how the individual 

can effectively solve these problems of goal striving. 

  Planning Goal Implementation   As noted earlier, the 

 mindset model of action phases  (Gollwitzer, 1990; 

Heckhausen  &  Gollwitzer, 1987) conceives of goal pur-

suit as solving a series of consecutive tasks. The task 

that follows goal setting is that of getting started with 

goal - directed responses and then bringing goal striving 

to a successful end. The model assumes that becoming 

intensively involved with this task activates a functional 

mindset, namely, the  implemental  mindset. This mindset 

is characterized by several functional cognitive features 

(see summary by Gollwitzer  &  Bayer, 1999). Participants 

become closed - minded (no longer distracted by irrel-

evant information) and process information related to 

goal implementation effectively (e.g., information on the 

sequencing of actions; Gollwitzer et al., 1990). Moreover, 

the desirability of the set goal becomes enhanced through the 

favoring of pros over cons, and the feasibility of the set 

goal is enhanced by an illusory optimism. This optimism 

extends to an illusion of control over uncontrolled out-

comes (Gollwitzer  &  Kinney, 1989) and occurs even in 

individuals who are depressed. Self - perception of impor-

tant personal attributes (e.g., cheerfulness, smartness, and 

social sensitivity) is strengthened, while perceived vulner-

ability to both controllable and uncontrollable risks (e.g., 

developing an addiction to prescription drugs and losing a 

partner to an early death, respectively) is lowered (Taylor  &  

Gollwitzer, 1995). 

 These cognitive features of the implemental mindset 

mediate the positive effects that planning how to imple-

ment the goal has on the rate of goal attainment (Armor  &  

Taylor, 2003). Implemental mindsets also attenuate the 

classic problems associated with goal striving, such as 

doubting the attractiveness of the pursued goal (Gagn é     &  

Lydon, 2001a, 2001b) and showing too much or too little 

persistence (Brandst ä tter  &  Frank, 2002). Both the posi-

tive effects and the problems occur because people in 

an implemental mindset feel less ambivalent about the 

attitudes they hold toward common issues (objects, 

persons, or ideas) of daily life (Henderson, de Liver,  &  

Gollwitzer, 2008); instead, they show heightened attitude 

strength that more effectively translates their attitudes 

into behavior. 
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 Planning can also be used to add  implementation 
 intentions  to set goals (or goal intentions). Set goals only 

commit an individual to attaining the specified, desired 

outcome; they do not commit the individual to when, 

where, and how to act toward the goal. Such additional 

commitments can be facilitated through the formation of 

implementation intentions, having the basic format of  “ If 

I encounter situation  x , then I will perform the goal -

 directed behavior  y . ”  Thus, an implementation intention 

that serves the goal intention to  “ get an A in Introductory 

Psychology ”  would follow the form  “  if  situation Y arises 

(e.g., my roommates ask me to go out tonight),  then  I will 

perform behavior Z (e.g., I will say that I will join them 

next week when my exam is over). ”  Note that this type 

of if – then planning commits the individual to acting in a 

specific, goal - directed way (the  “ then ”  component of the 

plan) whenever the critical cue selected in the  “ if ”  compo-

nent is encountered. In contrast, the more reflective way 

of planning referred to as  process simulation  by Taylor et 

al. (1998) only explores possible ways to achieve a goal; 

it does not yet commit the person to one preferred way of 

implementing a goal, as is the case with implementation 

intentions (Faude - Koivisto, W ü rz,  &  Gollwitzer, 2008). 

 Implementation intentions have been shown to provide 

benefits beyond those of goal intentions: A meta - analysis 

by Gollwitzer and Sheeran (2006) involving more than 

8,000 participants in 94 independent studies reported an 

effect size of  d      �  .65. This medium - to - large effect size 

(Cohen, 1992) represents the additional facilitation of goal 

achievement by implementation intentions compared with 

goal intentions alone. As goal intentions by themselves 

already have a facilitating effect on behavior enactment 

(Webb  &  Sheeran, 2006), the size of this effect is remark-

able. But how do implementation - intention effects on goal 

attainment come about? Gollwitzer (1993, 1999) suggests 

that the mental links created by implementation intentions 

facilitate goal attainment on the basis of psychological 

processes that relate to both the anticipated situation (the 

 “ if  ”  part of the plan) and the intended behavior (the  “ then ”  

part of the plan). Because forming an implementation 

intention implies the selection of a critical future situation, 

the mental representation of this situation becomes highly 

activated and hence more accessible (Gollwitzer, 1999). 

 This heightened accessibility of the  “ if ”  part of the plan 

has been observed in several studies (e.g., Parks - Stamm, 

Gollwitzer,  &  Oettingen, 2007; Webb  &  Sheeran, 2007, 

2008; Wieber  &  Sassenberg, 2006). It puts people in a 

good position to identify and take notice of the critical sit-

uation when they subsequently encounter it (e.g., Webb  &  

Sheeran, 2004). For instance, participants who formed 

implementation intentions to collect a coupon were faster 

to recognize words related to the location of the coupon 

(e.g., corridor or red door) compared with participants 

who only formed the goal intention to collect the cou-

pon; and implementation - intention participants also were 

more likely to collect the coupon subsequently (Aarts, 

Dijksterhuis,  &  Midden, 1999). 

 Implementation intentions also forge a strong associa-

tion between the specified opportunity and the specified 

response (Webb  &  Sheeran, 2007, 2008). These strong 

links then automate the initiation of the goal - directed 

response specified in the if – then plan; that is, action initia-

tion exhibits features of automaticity, including immediacy, 

efficiency, and redundancy of conscious intent. Thus, peo-

ple no longer have to deliberate about when and how they 

should act if they have already formed an implementation 

intention — unlike people who have formed mere goal inten-

tions. Indeed, if – then planners act quickly (Gollwitzer  &  

Brandst ä tter, 1997, study 3), deal efficiently with cogni-

tive load (Brandst ä tter, Lengfelder,  &  Gollwitzer, 2001), 

and even respond to the critical situational cue when it is 

presented subliminally (Bayer, Achtziger, Gollwitzer,  &  

Moskowitz, 2009). 

 These component processes of implementation intentions 

(enhanced cue accessibility and automation of respond-

ing) are the underlying reason if – then planning enables 

people to effectively seize good opportunities to move 

toward their goals. Forming if – then plans thus strategi-

cally automates goal striving (Gollwitzer  &  Schaal, 1998) 

because people delegate control of goal - directed behav-

iors to preselected situational cues with the explicit pur-

pose of reaching their goals (i.e., a conscious act of will 

produces subsequent automatic action initiation). Given 

these special features of implementation intentions, 

researchers have explored whether people benefit from 

forming implementation intentions when they are con-

fronted with the most challenging problems of goal imple-

mentation: getting started, staying on track, calling a halt, 

and not overextending oneself. 

 Numerous studies suggest that the problems of  get-
ting started  on goals can be solved effectively by forming 

implementation intentions. For instance, Gollwitzer and 

Brandst ä tter (1997, study 2) analyzed a goal intention (i.e., 

writing a report about how the participants spent Christmas 

Eve) that had to be performed at a time period when peo-

ple are commonly busy with other things (i.e., during the 

subsequent Christmas holiday). Still, research participants 

who had furnished their goal intention with an implemen-

tation intention that specified when, where, and how they 

wanted to start this project were about three times as likely 

to actually write the report as mere goal intention partici-

pants. Similarly, Oettingen et al. (2000, study 3) observed 

that implementation intentions helped people act on their 

task goal of performing weekly math homework over 
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1 month on time (e.g., at 10  AM  every Wednesday over the 

next 4 weeks). 

 Other studies have examined the ability of implemen-

tation intentions to initiate goal striving where there is an 

initial reluctance because the activities involved are some-

what unpleasant. For instance, implementation intentions 

improved the success rates for the goals of performing 

regular breast examinations (Orbell, Hodgkins,  &  Sheeran, 

1997) or cervical cancer screenings (Sheeran  &  Orbell, 

2000), resuming functional activity after joint replacement 

surgery (Orbell  &  Sheeran, 2000), eating a low - fat diet 

(Armitage, 2004), recycling (Holland, Aarts,  &  Langendam, 

2006), and engaging in physical exercise (Milne, Orbell,  &  

Sheeran, 2002). Moreover, implementation intentions 

were found to help attainment of goal intentions where it 

is easy to forget to act (e.g., regular intake of vitamin pills, 

Sheeran  &  Orbell, 1999, or the signing of work sheets with 

the elderly; Chasteen, Park,  &  Schwarz, 2001). 

 Many goals cannot be accomplished by simple, discrete, 

one - shot actions but require that people maintain their 

efforts over an extended period. Staying on track may 

get difficult when certain internal stimuli (e.g., being anx-

ious, tired, and overburdened) or external stimuli (e.g., 

 temptations and distractions) are not conducive to goal real-

ization but instead generate interference that could poten-

tially derail the ongoing goal. Implementation intentions 

facilitate the shielding of such goal striving from outside 

interference by suppressing it. For instance, imagine some-

one has the goal of being supportive to friends. When 

the friend surprises the person with an outrageous request, 

she could prevent the unwanted unfriendly response by 

forming suppression - oriented implementation intentions. 

Such suppression - oriented implementation intentions 

may take various forms:  “ And if my friend approaches 

me with an outrageous request, then I will not respond in 

an unfriendly manner! ”  or  “  . . .  , then I will respond in a 

friendly manner! ”  or  “  . . .  , then I ’ ll ignore it! ”  Experimental 

research on this issue by Gollwitzer and Schaal (1998) and 

Mischel and Patterson (1978) has indicated that in general 

the  “ ignore ”  plans seem the most effective of the three pos-

sible suppression plans. 

 Suppression - oriented implementation intentions have 

also been found to effectively shield ongoing goal striv-

ing from disruptive inner states. Achtziger, Gollwitzer, and 

Sheeran (2008) report a field experiment concerned with 

dieting (study 1) in which goal shielding was supported by 

suppression implementation intentions geared at control-

ling potentially interfering inner states (i.e., cravings for 

junk food). In addition, forming implementation intentions 

geared at stabilizing the ongoing goal striving can protect 

it from getting derailed by adverse inner states (e.g., inap-

propriate moods, ego depletion, or irritation; Gollwitzer, 

Bayer,  &  McCulloch, 2005). Using again the example of a 

person who is approached by her friend with an outrageous 

request, assume that this person is also tired or irritated and 

thus particularly likely to respond in an unfriendly manner. 

If, in advance, this person has stipulated in an implementa-

tion intention what topic she will converse about with her 

friend, the critical interaction may simply run as planned 

and being tired or irritated will fail to hurt the interaction 

with her friend. 

 Implementation intentions not only help people move 

smoothly and effectively toward a goal but also can be used 

to redirect misplaced goal striving. To justify themselves 

and their choices, people often fail to readily relinquish 

chosen means and goals that turn out to be faulty (Brockner, 

1992). Such escalation phenomena (also referred to as 

 “ throwing good money after bad ” ) can be controlled by 

the use of implementation intentions that specify when and 

how to consider a switch to a different means or a different 

goal (Henderson, Gollwitzer,  &  Oettingen, 2007). 

 Finally, when task performance is regulated by imple-

mentation intentions, it becomes easier not to overextend 

oneself. Student participants who used implementation 

intentions to perform a first difficult task did not show 

reduced performance on a subsequent difficult task. 

Whether the initial task was controlling emotions while 

watching a humorous movie (Gollwitzer et al., 2005) or 

performing a Stroop task (Webb  &  Sheeran, 2003, study 1), 

implementation intentions successfully preserved self -

 regulatory resources as demonstrated by greater persis-

tence on subsequent difficult tasks (i.e., solving difficult 

anagrams). 

 Implementation intentions have been shown to help 

people solve the major problems of goal striving (i.e., get-

ting started, staying on track, calling a halt, and not over-

extending oneself). But do these benefits persist when 

goal striving is limited by conditions that seem quite resis-

tant to change by self - regulatory strategies? Bayer and 

Gollwitzer (2007) found that implementation intentions 

geared toward high self - efficacy facilitated higher scores 

on math and intelligence tests, even though such perfor-

mances are known to be limited by the individual ’ s capa-

bilities in these domains. Implementation intentions also 

helped people succeed in sports competitions (i.e., if – then 

plans pertaining to effective coping with critical internal 

and external situations; Achtziger et al., 2008, study 2) and 

negotiate with others the distribution of limited resources 

(i.e., if – then plans to make fair and cooperative counterof-

fers; Tr ö tschel  &  Gollwitzer, 2007), even though in such 

competitive situations a person ’ s goal striving is signifi-

cantly constrained by the opponents ’  behavior. 

 Moreover, implementation intentions were found to 

help goal striving even in cases where effective goal 

CH08.indd   283CH08.indd   283 12/18/09   2:40:08 PM12/18/09   2:40:08 PM



284  Motivation

 striving is threatened by competing habitual responses; 

this seems to be true no matter whether these automatic 

competing responses are behavioral (e.g., habitual classifi-

cation responses in a Simon task, Cohen, Bayer, Jaudas,  &  

Gollwitzer, 2008; habitual littering, Holland et al., 2006; or 

habitual coping with relationship threats, Lydon, Menzies -

 Toman, Burton,  &  Bell, 2008), cognitive (e.g., habitual 

stereotypical and prejudicial responses; Gollwitzer  &  

Schaal, 1998; Stewart  &  Payne, 2008), or affective (e.g., 

habitual disgust and fear responses; Schweiger Gallo, Keil, 

McCulloch, Rockstroh,  &  Gollwitzer, 2009). The latter 

findings suggest that forming implementation intentions 

turns top - down control by a person ’ s goals into  bottom -

 up control by the situational cues specified in the  “ if  ”  

component. 

 This strategic switch from top - down control of one ’ s 

actions by set goals to bottom - up control through speci-

fied situational cues is typical of habitual or automatic 

 behavior. In a recent functional magnetic resonance 

imaging study conducted by Gilbert, Gollwitzer, Cohen, 

Oettingen, and Burgess (2009), brain activity in lateral area 

10 was observed to move toward medial area 10 when par-

ticipants switched from performing an executive -  functions 

task by the guidance of a goal intention to performing the 

same type of task by the guidance of an  implementation 

 intention; on the basis of an extensive meta - analysis on 

various  executive - functions tasks, it is known that lat-

eral and medial area 10 are implicated in top - down and 

bottom - up action control, respectively (Burgess, Simons, 

Dumontheil,  &  Gilbert, 2005). This switch in action con-

trol from top - down to bottom - up also explains why  special 

populations that are known to suffer from ineffective 

conscious control of their thoughts, feelings, and actions 

(e.g., heroin addicts during withdrawal and schizophrenic 

patients, Brandst ä tter et al., 2001, studies 1 and 2; frontal 

lobe patients, Lengfelder  &  Gollwitzer, 2001; and children 

with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, Gawrilow  &  

Gollwitzer, 2008; Paul et al., 2007) benefit greatly from 

forming implementation intentions when initiating goal -

 directed actions or inhibiting unwanted habitual actions. 

 Various  moderators  of the effects of implementation 

intentions on goal attainment pertain to characteristics of 

the superordinate goal and the individual. One goal char-

acteristic that moderates the success of implementation 

intentions is the extent to which it reflects the individu-

al ’ s actual interests and values. Koestner, Lekes, Powers, 

and Chicoine (2002) have shown that the positive effects 

of implementation intentions on goal attainment partially 

depend on whether they are formed in the service of intrin-

sic (high autonomy) versus extrinsic (low autonomy) goals. 

Implementation intentions that advance intrinsic goals are 

more effective than those that advance extrinsic goals. 

 Another characteristic of the goal that moderates the 

effectiveness of implementation intentions is its difficulty. 

Implementation intentions typically benefit difficult rather 

than easy goals (Gollwitzer  &  Brandst ä tter, 1997), because 

easy goals do not need the assistance of implementation 

intentions to be successfully completed. Moreover, because 

implementation intentions are subordinate to goal inten-

tions, the strength of implementation - intention effects is 

positively related to the strength of the goal ’ s commitment 

and activation state (Sheeran, Webb,  &  Gollwitzer, 2005). 

Implementation intentions respect the status of the super-

ordinate goal (strength and activation), guaranteeing that 

the goal striving produced by implementation intentions 

is both tenacious and flexible. Recent research shows that 

forming implementation intentions to use a certain oppor-

tunity for goal - directed action does not imply that other 

suitable opportunities to move toward the goal are wasted; 

the effective seizing of the specified opportunity does not 

come at a cost to seizing alternative good opportunities to 

act toward the goal (Gollwitzer, Parks - Stamm, Jaudas,  &  

Sheeran, 2008). 

 Researchers have raised the question of how to teach 

people the goal - striving strategy of forming implementa-

tion intentions. To answer this question, it is important to 

recognize that forming implementation intentions is a self -

 regulation strategy for goal striving only and that effective 

goal striving necessitates prior effective goal setting. An 

effective self - regulation strategy that helps people meet 

their goals would thus have to address goal setting and 

goal striving in concert. 

 One such self - regulation strategy, called mental con-

trasting with implementation intentions (MCII), has been 

developed and tested. To unfold their beneficial effects, 

implementation intentions require strong goal commitments 

to be in place (Sheeran et al., 2005, study 1), and mental 

contrasting creates such strong commitments (Oettingen 

et al., 2001). In addition, mental contrasting guarantees the 

identification of obstacles that hinder goal striving. These 

same obstacles can then be addressed with if – then plans by 

specifying them as critical situations in the  “ if ”  component 

that are linked to instrumental goal - directed responses in 

the  “ then ”  component. As mental contrasting increases a 

person ’ s readiness to make if – then plans (Oettingen et al., 

2001), people should be likely to follow through with the 

formation of such plans. Accordingly, the mental con-

trasting part of the MCII self - regulation strategy prepares 

 people motivationally and cognitively to form implemen-

tation intentions so that they should find it easier to per-

form the implementation - intention part. 

 Indeed, in a recent intervention study with middle - aged 

women (Stadler, Oettingen,  &  Gollwitzer, 2009), all par-

ticipants first were informed about the types of exercise  

CH08.indd   284CH08.indd   284 12/18/09   2:40:08 PM12/18/09   2:40:08 PM



Conscious Goal Pursuit  285

appropriate for their gender and age group and the  multiple 

health benefits that accrue from regular exercise. In the 

MCII group (as compared with the information - only 

 control group), participants also learned about the mental 

contrasting technique with respect to the goal of exercising 

regularly (e.g., going for a run three times per week); the 

interventions then taught them to form three implementa-

tion intentions regarding the central personal obstacle dis-

covered during mental contrasting (e.g.,  feeling too tired 

in the evening to go for a run) in the form of if – then state-

ments: one to overcome the obstacle generated by  mental 

contrasting (e.g.,  “ If I feel exhausted when I get home from 

work tonight, then I will put on my running shoes and go 

for a jog in the neighborhood ” ), one to prevent this  obstacle 

(e.g.,  “ If I hear the clock chime five o ’ clock, then I will 

pack my things and leave the office to go for a run ” ), and 

one to identify a good opportunity to act (e.g.,  “ If the sun is 

shining, then I will go for a 30 - minute jog in the park ” ). 

 Next, participants were told to apply this MCII proce-

dure to the wish of exercising more by themselves when-

ever possible; they were free to choose whatever form 

of exercising they wished, and they were encouraged 

to anticipate those obstacles that were personally most 

 relevant. As dependent measures, participants maintained 

daily behavioral diaries to keep track of the amount of time 

they exercised every day. Overall, the MCII technique 

enhanced exercise more than the information - only group; 

this effect showed up immediately after the intervention, 

and it stayed stable throughout the entire period of the 

study (16 weeks after the intervention). More specifically, 

participants in the MCII group exercised nearly twice as 

much: an average of 1 hour more per week more than par-

ticipants in the information - only control group.  

  Persistent Striving for the Goal   Persistence is another 

powerful way to assure goal attainment. Various issues 

make persisting toward a goal problematic, however. 

Often, people have to accept short - term costs, they have 

to escape alluring temptations that disrupt continued goal 

striving, they have to cope with negative feedback, they 

need to interpret where they stand on the way to the goal, 

and they cannot exhaust their self - regulation resources. In 

addition, some chronic beliefs or self - evaluations might 

make persistent striving for the goal more difficult. 

 With respect to the issue of  accepting short - term costs , 

Mischel ’ s (1974) research on delay of gratification is prom-

inent. This research uses a standardized task paradigm. 

A child is presented with a desired treat (e.g., pretzel sticks 

or little marshmallows). Then a dilemma is posed: If the 

child waits until the experimenter returns, she gets two of 

the desired treats; if the child rings a bell, the experimenter 

returns immediately but she gets only one treat. Various 

effective strategies delay gratification, such as reducing 

attention to the treats (e.g., hiding them, playing with dis-

tracting toys, and engaging in fun thoughts) and mentally 

reconstructing the treats as objects instead of consumables 

(e.g., pretending that the rewards are just pictures by put-

ting a frame around them). Mischel and Ayduk (2004) 

argue that people have a better chance of delaying gratifi-

cation for the ultimate goal (i.e., getting the double treat) by 

dealing with the treats through the cool  “ know ”  system of 

information processing rather than the hot  “ go ”  system. 

 Trope and Fishbach (2000) also addressed the short - term 

costs of striving for a rewarding but long - term goal. They 

observed that simply anticipating such costs (e.g., the pain 

associated with the goal to undergo a certain preventive 

medical procedure) makes people more persistent in their 

goal striving by instigating self - control strategies such as 

applying self - imposed penalties for failure to move for-

ward on the goal or bolstering the value of persisting with 

the goal, which in turn facilitates goal attainment (Trope  &  

Fishbach, 2000). A follow - up series of studies showed 

that such self - control strategies compensate for a lack of 

external control over the goal activity (Fishbach  &  Trope, 

2004); in other words, externally imposed control and self -

 control are interchangeable when it comes to striving for 

goals that have long - term benefits but short - term costs. 

 Researchers have developed new insights into how 

 people deal effectively with alluring temptations that 

threaten their goal pursuits. Certainly, people can always 

make plans to suppress these alluring temptations 

(Gollwitzer  &  Schaal, 1998; Mischel  &  Patterson, 1978). 

But this strategy implies that people can and are willing to 

anticipate what kind of temptation might disrupt their goal 

striving so that they can target their if – then plans toward 

them (e.g., by using mental contrasting or process simula-

tions; Oettingen et al., 2001; Taylor et al., 1998). Are there 

any more general temptation - suppressing strategies than 

if – then plans or implementation intentions? 

 Recent research hints at such strategies. For instance, 

Fishbach, Friedman, and Kruglanski (2003) report that 

exposure to goal - related stimuli reduces the cognitive 

accessibility of temptation - related stimuli and exposure to 

temptation - related stimuli activates their goals. The more 

people are committed to their goals, the more pronounced 

these deactivation and activation effects; in addition, the 

strength of these activation and deactivation effects medi-

ates people ’ s intensity of striving for the goal. Fishbach and 

Shah (2006) observed that whenever the conflict between 

persisting on a goal and giving in to temptation is high (when 

the attraction to temptations is high and people are strongly 

committed to the goal, e.g., partying and studying for 

 college students), individuals start to offset the influence of 

temptations by automatically avoiding temptation - relevant 
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stimuli and by approaching stimuli related to the focal goal 

(assessed in terms of faster pushing and pulling responses 

to such stimuli, respectively). Research by Fishbach and 

Zhang (2008) suggests another successful strategy in deal-

ing with temptations: keeping goal objects and objects 

related to temptations spatially apart from each other (e.g., 

for a person who has the goal of studying hard this may be 

textbooks vs. entertaining CDs). Fishbach and Zhang (2008) 

observed that the combined presence of goal and tempta-

tion objects leads to a positive evaluation and preference 

for temptation objects, whereas separating them facilitates 

positive evaluation and preference for goal objects. 

 One of the most intractable problems in attaining goals 

is how to persist in the face of  negative feedback . What are 

the strategies people can use to achieve such persistence? 

First, people can step up efforts whenever difficulties are 

encountered, thus warding off failures. The energization 
theory of motivation (Brehm  &  Self, 1989; Wright, 1996) 

proposes that the readiness to exert additional effort is 

directly determined by the perceived difficulty of a task; 

as perceived difficulty increases, so does effort expendi-

ture unless a task is perceived as unsolvable. Most impor-

tantly, there is a second limit to the increase of effort in 

response to heightened test difficulty: potential motiva-

tion. Potential motivation is fed by need - related variables 

(i.e., strength of the related need or higher - order goal, the 

incentive value of the task, and the instrumentality of task 

completion for need satisfaction or goal attainment). If 

potential motivation is low, people do not find it worth-

while to expend more effort when an easy task becomes 

more difficult. The upper limit of effort expenditure is low 

and quickly reached. If potential motivation is high, how-

ever, an increase in difficulty is matched by investment of 

effort up to high levels of difficulty. 

 Empirical tests of the theory have varied potential moti-

vation by offering high or low rewards for task completion, 

making high rewards more or less likely, or describing the 

task as diagnostic of an important scholastic skill or not 

(Gendolla  &  Richter, 2006). Effort mobilization is usually 

assessed by cardiovascular responses (i.e., heart rate and 

systolic blood pressure). In general, low potential motiva-

tion curbs the linear relationship between task difficulty 

and effort (i.e., participants with low motivation give up 

striving when task difficulty moves from medium to high). 

Energization theory has been used to understand the dif-

ferences between men and women in effort on sex - typed 

tasks and to explore the effects of private versus pub-

lic performance conditions on effort (Wright, Murray, 

Storey,  &  Williams, 1997; Wright, Tunstall, Williams, 

Goodwin,  &  Harmon - Jones, 1995). The important mes-

sage of these findings is that people can facilitate ener-

gization in the face of difficulties by increasing potential 

 motivation (e.g., through self - rewards); in turn, the achieved 

 energization helps to prevent failures from occurring. 

 Other theories are concerned with persistence in the 

face of negative feedback. According to Bandura (1997; 

Bandura  &  Locke, 2003), goals have no motivational conse-

quences per se. They only specify the conditions  (standards) 

that allow a positive or a negative self - evaluation. Meeting 

the standard leads to positive self - evaluation, whereas not 

meeting the standard leads to negative self - evaluation. The 

individual is pushed by the negative self - evaluation asso-

ciated with the discrepancy and pulled by the anticipated 

positive self - evaluation linked to closing the gap between 

the status quo and the standard. Accordingly, goals stimu-

late effortful action only when people recognize that there 

is still a discrepancy between the status quo and the stan-

dard (e.g., when people encounter difficulties that need to 

be overcome). Bandura thus proposes obtaining frequent 

feedback as a powerful measure to stimulate goal pursuit. 

However, this works only when people feel self - efficacious 

with respect to goal - directed actions; thus, they need to 

improve relevant skills and competences as well. 

 Carver and Scheier (1998) propose a different model for 

reducing discrepancies in goal striving. Based on  cyber-
netic control theory , the central component of the analysis 

is the negative feedback loop. Carver and Scheier (1998) 

highlight the hierarchical structure of goal striving and 

assume cascading loops. Goal - directed behavior is regu-

lated at the middle level ( “ do ”  goals), with actions at higher 

 levels ( “ be ”  goals) suspended until the individual becomes 

self - aware. Discovery of discrepancies on the  “ be ”  level or 

 “ do ”  level triggers lower - level goals or behaviors aimed 

at reducing discrepancies in those levels, respectively. An 

individual tries to close discrepancies only when outcome 

expectations are high. 

 Attaining a goal does not necessarily lead to a posi-

tive affective response, nor does detecting a discrepancy 

necessarily produce negative affect. Rather, the source of 

positive or negative feelings in goal pursuit is the speed 

of progress. The intensity of these feelings is regulated 

again in a negative feedback loop. If the speed meets a 

set criterion, positive feelings result; if it does not, then 

negative feelings are the outcome. Recent extensions of 

this control theory perspective on goal striving consider a 

potential moderator variable: the effect of individual dif-

ferences in behavioral approach and withdrawal systems. 

One person may be sensitive for positive stimuli and not 

sensitive for negative stimuli (Carver, 2004); for another, 

the reverse may be true. 

 It is important to note that both of these models for reduc-

ing discrepancies down to standards (i.e., Bandura ’ s model 

and Carver and Scheier ’ s model) construe goals as  “ cold ”  

mental representations of performance standards with no 
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links to needs or incentives. This conceptualization of goals 

makes it difficult to explain why motivation (see Brehm  &  

Wright ’ s notion of potential motivation) moderates the rela-

tion between task difficulty and effort. Moreover, according 

to discrepancy theory, an increase in task difficulty should 

reduce efforts at task completion, because an increase in 

task difficulty should lead to reduced self - efficacy and less 

positive outcome expectations. As Brehm and Wright have 

repeatedly demonstrated, however, high potential motiva-

tion makes it worthwhile for people to mobilize additional 

effort whenever heightened task difficulty threatens task 

completion. Finally, Carver and Scheier ’ s theory assumes 

that positive discrepancies (i.e., moving toward a goal too 

fast) are reduced as readily as negative discrepancies (i.e., 

moving toward a goal too slowly). However, from the per-

spective that goals represent a desired outcome, a person 

should be less motivated to reduce positive discrepancies 

than negative discrepancies (Gollwitzer  &  Rohloff, 1999). 

 Zhang, Fishbach, and Dhar (2008; see also Koo  &  

Fishbach, 2008) discovered that looking back on one ’ s past 

striving for the goal can affect persistence in goal striv-

ing quite differently, depending on how past goal - directed 

activities are interpreted. When people are highly commit-

ted to their goals, interpreting their past activities in terms 

of lack of progress leads to superior goal striving com-

pared with when they interpret their past activities in terms 

of having made good progress. However, when people are 

only weakly committed to their goals, interpreting their 

past activities in terms of lack of progress discourages goal 

striving and interpretations in terms of having made good 

progress encourages it. Apparently, for noncommitted peo-

ple, the latter interpretation leads to stronger goal commit-

ments, which in turn intensifies persistence. 

 Mental contrasting (i.e., contrasting fantasies about a 

desired future with reflections on negative reality) also 

facilitates effective coping with negative feedback. In 

a series of studies, Oettingen and Kappes (2009) asked 

participants to use mental contrasting regarding a feasi-

ble and desirable future before working on tasks testing 

interpersonal or academic competencies. The researchers 

observed that goal - relevant negative feedback was more 

thoroughly encoded in the mental contrasting condition. 

Moreover, despite strong and normative negative feed-

back, participants kept a positive self - view regarding rel-

evant competencies and skills and found optimistic causal 

attributions for their setbacks. Findings by Houser - Marko 

and Sheldon (2008) suggest that this pattern of dealing 

with negative feedback (open - mindedness on the low level 

but self - protectiveness on the high level) should facilitate 

persistent goal striving. Indeed, Oettingen and Kappes 

(2009) observed in a final study that participants who were 

induced to mentally contrast a feasible desired future in 

the interpersonal domain were most successful in solving a 

subsequent analytical reasoning task. 

 After negative feedback, the next potential threat 

to effective goal striving is exhausting  self - regulatory 
resources . Baumeister, Muraven, and Tice (2000) have 

argued that the effortful and deliberate self - regulation of 

thoughts, feelings, and actions uses up self - regulation 

resources. The waxing and waning of these resources is 

understood by applying a muscle metaphor. Accordingly, it 

is predicted and found that people ’ s self - regulation perfor-

mance is relatively weak when self - regulation has recently 

been exerted, even in a wholly different context (e.g., 

Fischer, Greitemeyer,  &  Frey, 2008; Inzlicht  &  Gutsell, 

2007; Schmeichel, 2007). Like athletes conserving their 

strength after exercise, people who have just exerted self -

 regulation hold back on exerting self - regulation when they 

anticipate further demands (DeWall, Baumeister,  &  Vohs, 

2008). 

 However, just as regular exercise gradually improves 

physical stamina, self - regulation exercises can gradually 

make people chronically more able to sustain self - regulation  

exertions (e.g., Gailliot, Plant, Butz,  &  Baumeister, 2007). 

This research offers specific guidance to people who want 

to bolster persistence. First, they should try to conserve 

self - regulation resources when difficulties in persistent 

striving for a given goal are anticipated. This is true for 

any prior goal striving, as well as for striving for the goal 

at hand (Webb  &  Sheeran, 2003). Second, people should 

practice persistent striving wherever possible to improve 

their stamina for it. 

 Finally, several individual difference variables have 

been shown to affect persistent goal striving. Research on 

self - handicapping has found repeatedly that men create 

more handicaps (e.g., reduction of effort) for themselves 

than do women when it comes to striving for goals such as 

making good grades in an examination. The most impor-

tant mediator of this gender effect turns out to be the rela-

tive value placed on effort: Women evaluate the reduction 

of effort more negatively than do men (McCrea, Hirt,  &  

Milner, 2008). Another individual difference relevant to 

the exertion of effort is action orientation (a tendency 

toward decisiveness and initiative) versus state orientation 

(a tendency toward indecisiveness and hesitation; Kuhl  &  

Beckmann, 1994). Jostmann and Koole (2007) observed 

no difference in performance between action -  and state -

 oriented individuals on easy executive - functions tasks; 

however, the action - oriented individuals outperformed 

state - oriented individuals when task demands increased, 

because high task demands lead to more reduced cogni-

tive functioning in state - oriented individuals. Finally, 

Park, Crocker, and Kiefer (2007) report that persistent 

striving for academic task goals depends on the level of 
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 academically contingent self - esteem. Low levels of 

 contingent self - esteem lead to giving up on these goals, 

whereas high levels of contingent self - esteem lead to fight-

ing back; the latter is accompanied by an increase in state 

self - esteem and a strengthened desire to be perceived as 

academically competent.     

  UNCONSCIOUS GOAL PURSUIT 

 As outlined in the first section of this chapter, traditional 

models of human motivation have assumed an agentic, con-

scious self at the controls, making decisions about courses 

of action to take and then guiding behavior along those 

lines (e.g., Ajzen  &  Fishbein, 1980; Bandura, 1977, 1986; 

Locke  &  Latham, 1990, 2002; Mischel, 1973; Mischel, 

Cantor,  &  Feldman, 1996). In line with the action - phase 

model of goal pursuit (Gollwitzer, 1990; Heckhausen  &  

Gollwitzer, 1987), Bandura (2006) distinguishes four 

aspects of conscious human agency: People form inten-

tions that include action plans and strategies for realizing 

them (intentionality), people anticipate likely outcomes 

of prospective actions to guide and motivate their actions 

(forethought), people are not only intenders and forethink-

ers but also self - regulators in the sense of controlling the 

effective execution of the courses of action taken (self -

  reactiveness), and finally, people are self -  examiners of their 

own functioning in the sense of evaluating their pursuits 

(self -  reflectiveness). Self theorists also have emphasized 

the agentic (ego, volition) functions of the (conscious) self: 

making choices and decisions, initiating and  inhibiting 

behavior, forming plans of action and carrying them out. 

Through carrying out these functions, theorists hold that 

 “ the self exerts control over itself and over the external 

world ”  (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven,  &  Tice, 1998, 

p. 1252). 

 According to the traditional model, then, human goal 

pursuits are internally generated and put into motion by a 

central executive or  “ self, ”  are guided to completion by 

processes accessible to conscious awareness, and are fol-

lowed by a conscious self - evaluation stage (see especially 

Bandura, 1986). In the second section of this chapter, we 

focus on an alternative route to human goal pursuit, one 

that does not require instigation and guidance by an  agentic 

self and that can operate outside of conscious intention 

and awareness. This alternative path, which emphasizes 

an unconscious mode of goal pursuit, has two important 

historical wellsprings within social psychology. First was 

research demonstrating the power of external situational 

variables in determining behavior, often shown to be more 

powerful than internal causes such as attitudes, personality, 

or values (e.g., Bem, 1972; Darley  &  Latane, 1968; Milgram, 

1963; Mischel, 1973; Ross  &  Nisbett, 1991). This research 

had historical continuity (see especially Bem, 1967) with 

the radical neobehaviorist tradition in which situational 

variables were considered the  exclusive  causes of  behavior 

(Bargh  &  Ferguson, 2000). The second important wellspring 

was the introduction of  “ dual process ”  models (e.g., Posner  &  

Snyder, 1975; Shiffrin  &  Schneider, 1977), in which con-

scious mental processes were contrasted with  “ automatic, ”  

implicit, or unconscious ones. Research within this dual -

 process framework amassed evidence of a second route 

to the selection and guidance of higher mental processes 

such as are involved in social judgment and behavior, a 

route that is triggered directly by relevant environmental 

 stimuli and that bypasses the consciousness bottleneck 

(see reviews in Bargh, 2007; Chaiken  &  Trope, 1999). 

 Much of this evidence has come from studies using 

priming techniques.  “ Priming ”  refers to the passive, subtle, 

and unobtrusive activation of relevant mental representa-

tions by external, environmental stimuli such that people 

are not and usually do not become aware of the influence 

exerted by those stimuli (Bargh  &  Chartrand, 2000; Higgins, 

1996). This research has shown that one important reason 

for the observed power of the situation in determining 

behavior is that the mere, passive perception of environ-

mental events directly triggers higher mental processes 

in the absence of any involvement by conscious, inten-

tional processes (see reviews in Bargh  &  Ferguson, 2000; 

Dijksterhuis, Chartrand,  &  Aarts, 2007; Higgins, 1996). In 

other words, much of the power of situational and contextual 

stimuli comes from the direct, automatic, and unconscious 

effect they have over social behavior, an effect relatively 

independent from that of their dual -  process partner, 

conscious processes. 

 This emerging evidence that conscious, agentic self -

 control is not necessary for the production and guidance of 

purposive human behavior (and other higher mental pro-

cesses) raises an important issue for motivation research: 

What then  is  in charge when the conscious self is not? To 

address this question, an important new line of research 

has focused on the  mechanics of motivation  in an effort 

to specify the underlying cognitive, affective, and actional 

systems that together generate and guide complex social 

behavior (Aarts, Custers,  &  Marien, 2008; Bargh, 1990; 

Higgins, 1997, 2000; Kruglanski et al., 2002). Much prog-

ress has been made on this front through reconceptualiz-

ing motivations and goals in terms of cognitive structures 

and then applying what is already known about how such 

structures become active — that is, from the perception 

of external stimuli relevant to the goal (Bargh, 1990) or 

from internal activation spreading along associative net-

works (Kruglanski, 1996). Accordingly, this research has 

been able to take advantage of concurrent advances in 
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 knowledge regarding conceptual priming (Bargh, 2006; 

Higgins, 1996) and accessibility or likelihood of concept 

activation (Bruner, 1957; Higgins, 1996), applying that set 

of logic and principles to the case of goal representations. 

 This approach has been successful in illuminating (1) 

how motivational structures can operate without need 

of explicit activation and guidance by an agentic, con-

scious self (see Bargh, 2005); (2) the internal  operating 

 dynamics of active goal structures (i.e., means–ends 

relations, Fishbach et al., 2006; McCulloch, Ferguson, 

Kawada,  &  Bargh, 2008; Shah et al., 2002); and (3) the 

dynamic relations between competing and complementary 

goal structures (Fishbach et al., 2003; McCulloch, Aarts, 

Fujita,  &  Bargh, 2008). Perhaps as importantly, the new 

cognitive approach was built on the theoretical legacy of 

Kurt Lewin (e.g., 1926, 1935), affording a continuity with 

the rich empirical base of classic motivational theory. 

 For example, the dynamics of goal pursuit first identified 

by Lewin and his students Zeigarnik and Ovsiankina such 

as perseverance toward the goal, resumption of incomplete 

goals, and the  “ turnoff ”  effect of completed goals have all 

been replicated by the modern research, and these dynamic 

effects have been recouched in knowledge -  accessibility 

terms (see Bargh et al., 2001; F ö rster, Liberman,  &  Higgins, 

2005; Liberman, Foerster,  &  Higgins, 2007). In addition, 

the general approach to the underlying cognitive, affec-

tive, and neural mechanics of motivation is much in the 

Lewinian spirit, as Lewin himself (1935, 1951) strove to 

describe motivational dynamics in terms of the  physical 

science of his day (e.g.,  “ fields of forces, ”  vectors, and 

graph theory) — it is just that today the underlying science 

to which these motivational concepts are pinned is not 

19th - century physics but 21st - century cognitive science 

and neuroscience. 

 The remainder of this chapter comes to grips with the 

emerging fact that the conscious, agentic self plays less of 

a role in the production of human behavior and the guid-

ance of the other higher mental processes than traditional 

models have assumed. It accounts for and explains recent 

findings showing that the same outcomes are attained 

when goals operate entirely unconsciously as when they 

are pursued consciously and that they have the same phe-

nomenal qualities during operation as originally noted by 

Lewin — findings blatantly inconsistent with models that 

place the agentic, conscious self exclusively at the helm. 

 Several other lines of new findings appear to run coun-

ter to the notion of an agentic self in control, and these 

may be better accounted for by the present approach. Often 

the effect of an active goal on behavior and judgment is 

shown to produce effects that are unwanted or undesirable 

at the level of the individual person. How can this be if 

the agentic self, with its associated values and beliefs, is in 

control? Based on evolutionary considerations, as well as 

rising from the recent cognitive - motivation research evi-

dence alluded to earlier, it seems that the level of proximal 

control over behavior and higher mental processes may be 

not the self but, rather, the currently active goal. 

 This new approach can also help account for emerg-

ing evidence of the remarkable transformational power 

of currently active goals over the rest of the cognitive and 

affective machinery of the mind. That is, the findings sug-

gest the dominance of motivational processes — the active 

goal — over even presumably hardwired, chronic,  “ auto-

matic ”  processes. The active goal is not just in charge; it is 

so much in charge that it is capable of temporarily  “ rewir-

ing ”  the cognitive apparatus to better achieve its ends. 

Chronic, automatic processes are found to be inhibited and 

shut down if they conflict with the active goal — and are 

found to be created where they did not previously exist, if 

this automaticity helps to attain the goal (e.g., by increas-

ing the efficiency, speed, or reliability of the process). Such 

findings cause us to rethink the assumed  “ wired - in ”  nature 

of automatic processes, long assumed in classic models of 

skill acquisition to develop only gradually over time 

through frequency and consistency of use (see Bargh  &  

Chartrand, 1999; Shiffrin  &  Schneider, 1977); they point 

instead to a highly plastic cognitive architecture that can 

flexibly adapt to best serve the attainment of the active 

goal (see especially Hassin, 2005). By revealing such 

heretofore unknown features of the human motivational 

 system, the new social cognitive approach to motivation is 

shown to be more than merely a redescription of past moti-

vational theory and variables in the language of cognitive 

 psychology — it is causing us to rethink the fundamental 

nature of cognitive and affective processes. 

  The Primacy of the Unconscious 

 The primacy of conscious thought in the ways people 

historically have thought about the mind is illustrated 

today in the words we use to describe other kinds of 

processes — all modifications or qualifications of the starting 

point,  “ conscious ”  (i.e.,  “ unconscious, ”     “ preconscious, ”  

and  “  subconscious ” ). When considering the causal forces 

underlying one ’ s mental life and overt behavior, one ’ s 

introspections naturally focus exclusively on those influ-

ences of which one is consciously aware, and these serve 

as a first - pass or starting point for theoretical assumptions 

about the phenomenon in question (see Bargh, 1997). This 

natural tendency characterized the assumptions of many of 

the most influential philosophers of the past (most notably 

Descartes and John Locke, but with important exceptions 

such as Aristotle, Spinoza, and Schopenhauer; see Arendt, 

1978; Gottlieb, 2000) just as it operates in us today. 
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 However, scientific psychology learned a century ago to 

be skeptical of the relatively superficial answers provided 

by introspection (e.g., Watson, 1912; also Nisbett  &  Wilson, 

1977). Therefore, it does not appear to be solely a fond-

ness for tradition or historical inertia that accounts for the 

continued assumption of largely conscious control over 

the higher mental processes. Accordingly, there seem to 

be additional reasons for the continuing presumption of 

conscious primacy, and one of the more important of these 

is the rather narrow and restricted view of unconscious 

processes held by mainstream contemporary cognitive 

science. 

 In cognitive psychology, unconscious information 

processing has been equated with subliminal informa-

tion processing — to wit, how good is the mind at extract-

ing meaning from stimuli the presence of which one is not 

consciously aware (e.g., Greenwald, Klinger,  &  Schuh, 

1995)? A special issue of the  American Psychologist  
(Loftus  &  Klinger, 1992) once posed the question,  “ Is the 

unconscious smart or dumb? ”  Because subliminal - strength 

stimuli are by definition relatively weak and of low inten-

sity, the mental processes they drive are necessarily mini-

mal and unsophisticated — associationist only with minimal 

flexibility. No surprise then that the consensus reached by 

the contributors and issue editors was that the unconscious 

was rather dumb, capable only of highly routinized activi-

ties and of doing little without the aid of consciousness 

(Loftus  &  Klinger, 1992). 

 From the cognitive psychology perspective that uncon-

scious equals responses to subliminal stimuli (at least 

operationally), it is understandable that one might find it 

difficult to accept that such a dumb system could be respon-

sible for the production of so much in the way of complex, 

sophisticated judgmental and behavioral phenomena. But 

this  “ subliminal ”  definition is historically inaccurate at best 

and potentially misleading at worst. The pioneering work 

of Werner (1956) on perceptual microgenesis revealed that 

within the set of subliminally presented stimuli there could 

be variations in the extent and sophistication of the mental 

responses obtained, as a function of the duration or inten-

sity of the stimulus presentation. More recently, Ruys and 

Stapel (2008) reintroduced this concept of microgenesis as 

an approach to the issue of  “ unconscious emotion. ”  They 

showed that  “ superquick ”  subliminal presentations of 

emotional stimuli produced only global mood and valence 

effects on responses, but that  “ quick ”  (still subliminal but 

longer in duration than  “ superquick ” ) presentations pro-

duced emotion - specific responses (e.g., specific anger or 

disgust reactions, instead of merely a global negative mood). 

In other words, dramatically different conclusions about 

the sophistication of unconscious emotion processes would 

have been drawn from their subliminal versus their  “ even 

more ”  subliminal presentation conditions, even though both 

were  “ subliminal. ”  

 The study by Ruys and Stapel (2008) provides a dra-

matic empirical confirmation that the reason the uncon-

scious appears  “ dumb ”  (when defined in terms of responses 

to subliminal stimuli) is that subliminal stimuli are weak 

by definition and thus have only weak effects —  increasing 

their intensity while still keeping them subliminal increases 

the strength and sophistication of their effects. The reason 

for the apparent dumbness of the unconscious revealed by 

subliminal stimulation studies is therefore  not  the actual 

information processing powers of the unconscious itself but 

the weakness of the stimuli used to discover those powers. 

Second, dividing stimuli into dichotomous classes of sub-

liminal versus supraliminal is too simplistic an approach 

even to how subliminal stimuli  are processed, because dif-

ferent outcomes are produced for more versus less intense 

stimulus presentations within the set of subliminal stimuli. 

Therefore, it is impossible to draw unambiguous conclu-

sions regarding the capabilities of unconscious information 

processing from studies that merely compare  “ subliminal ”  

stimuli with those of which the participant is consciously 

aware. 

 Importantly as well, the definition of the unconscious 

in terms of processing subliminal - strength stimuli was 

not the original, historic one. In  On the Origin of Species , 

Darwin (1859) used the term to refer to  “ unconscious 

selection ”  processes in nature, contrasting them with the 

intentional and deliberate selection long engaged in by 

farmers and animal breeders to develop better strains of 

corn, fatter cows, and woollier sheep. Freud as well (see 

Brill, 1938; Goldsmith, 1934) used the term to refer to 

behavior and ideation that were not consciously intended 

or caused — for example,  “ Freudian slips ”  and nearly 

all the examples Freud gives in  The Psychopathology of 
Everyday Life  (1901/1914) involve unintended behavior, 

the source or cause of which was unknown to the individ-

ual performing the actions (often Freud himself). For both 

Darwin and Freud, then, the term  “ unconscious ”  referred 

to the  unintentional  nature of the behavior or process, and the 

concomitant lack of awareness was not of the stimuli that 

provoked the behavior but of the influence or consequences 

of those stimuli (see also Bargh, 1992). 

 This expanded and enhanced view of the unconscious 

is also more compatible with theory and evidence in the 

field of evolutionary biology than is the subliminal - only 

view of cognitive psychology. As did Darwin and Freud, 

evolutionary biologists also think of the unconscious more 

in terms of its unintentional rather than its unaware qual-

ity. In his seminal book  The Selfish Gene , Dawkins (1976) 

noted the countless awe - inspiring and intelligent designs in 

nature that arose merely through  “ blind ”  natural  selection 
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processes. He called nature the  “ blind watchmaker, the 

unconscious watchmaker ”  because no conscious, inten-

tional guiding hand produced these intelligent designs (see 

also Dennett, 1991, 1995). 

 It is this original,  “ unintentional ”  definition that has 

guided contemporary social - psychological research on 

unconscious phenomena over the past 30 years, with its 

focus on the effects of mental processes of which the indi-

vidual is unaware, not on the effects of stimuli of which 

one is unaware. The seminal article of Nisbett and Wilson 

(1977) first posed the question  “ To what extent are  people 

aware of and able to report on the true causes of their 

behavior? ”  Since then, there has been much research on 

the extent to which people are unaware of the important 

influences on their judgments and decisions and of actual 

causal reasons underlying their behavior. This research 

effort has produced widespread agreement that higher 

mental processes such as are involved in social judgment, 

social behavior, and goal pursuit are driven by uncon-

scious, as well as conscious, processes (see Dijksterhuis, 

this volume). For example, the 1999 collection of dual pro-

cess models in social psychology by Chaiken and Trope 

includes 28 different models, applying the dual - process 

notion to a range of empirical phenomena. 

 What a difference this change in operational definition 

makes! If we shift the operational definition of the uncon-

scious from the processing of stimuli of which one is not 

aware to the influences or effects of stimulus processing of 

which one is not aware, suddenly the power and scope 

of the unconscious in daily life become apparent. Defining 

the unconscious in terms of the first leads directly to the 

conclusion that it is dumb as dirt (Loftus  &  Klinger, 1992); 

defining it in terms of the second instead reveals it to be 

highly intelligent and adaptive. 

 Moreover, just as had Freud in  Psychopathology  (1914), 

contemporary social - psychological theorists are finding 

the concept of unconscious motivation useful in explain-

ing why people behave in ways that seem to run against 

their self - interest and self - values. Jost, Pietrzak, Liviaton, 

Mandisodza, and Napier (2008) did so in the case of sys-

tem justification effects, in which the current status quo 

regarding political power and division of resources is 

perceived as fair and legitimate, even among those who 

are low status and for whom the system operates against 

their self - interests (see also Frank, 2004). Jost et al. (2008) 

appeal to the operation of an unconscious system justifica-

tion motive to help account for these  “ relatively puzzling 

cases of conservatism, right - wing allegiance, and outgroup 

favoritism among members of low - status groups, ”  which 

become more understandable if people are  “ not even aware 

of the extent to which they are privileging the status quo 

and resisting change ”  (p. 596). 

 Jost et al. (2008) also note how operation of this 

unconscious  system justification motive may often pro-

duce effects that violate social norms, such as stereotypical 

beliefs and discrimination against minority and low - status 

groups,  “ and thus may interfere with social desirability 

concerns at a conscious level ”  (p. 596). In other words, the 

unconscious system justification motive is posited to pro-

duce outcomes that are negative and unwanted at the level 

of the individual person — an analysis entirely consistent 

with the position advanced here, that the locus of control 

over behavior and judgment is not the conscious self as 

much as it is the currently active goal. 

 Indeed, among the original clues to the existence of 

unconsciously motivated social behavior were highly pub-

licized cases of political corruption (examples in Bargh  &  

Raymond, 1995) and U.S. Supreme Court cases of sexual 

harassment (discussed in Fitzgerald, 1993), in which the 

perception of potential conflict of interest or of misuse 

of power was strong in the media and public but not to 

the perpetrators themselves, who seemed genuinely unable 

to appreciate what all the fuss was about. The behavior 

seemed perplexing to many because often its detection 

could easily have been avoided, yet the offending behavior 

was conducted in full public view. 

 Indeed, the blatant nature of many of these cases com-

bined with the strong protestations of innocence — or, more 

to the present point, of a seeming lack of awareness of hav-

ing done anything wrong — led to the prediction that at least 

some of the harassment or corrupt behavior was driven by 

unconscious motives (for sex, wealth, etc.), activated 

by the situation of having personal power, and then oper-

ating without the person ’ s conscious awareness. Bargh, 

Raymond, Pryor, and Strack (1995) then showed empiri-

cally, through priming techniques, that power did auto-

matically trigger the sex motive in those participants most 

likely to possess sexual harassment tendencies. Attraction 

toward a female confederate was significantly higher for 

these participants when power had been primed, com-

pared with when it had not been, and they were unaware of 

the influence of power over their attraction. Here, as in the 

case of system justification effects, the unconscious opera-

tion of motives (triggered by the power - related features of 

the situation) produced behavioral outcomes that were pre-

sumably unwanted and undesired at the level of the indi-

vidual self - concept. 

 If a goal is capable of operating independently of any 

conscious intention or awareness of its operation, then 

active goals and conscious intentions cannot be the same 

things (Bargh, 1990). This is most obvious in the case of 

addictions, in which there is a strong goal (need state) 

to smoke the cigarette, down the drink, or take the pill, 

even when the addict knows doing so is against his or her 
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long - term interests and no longer wants (at the level of 

the self) to engage in this behavior (e.g., Baker, Piper, 

McCarthy, Majeskie,  &  Fiore, 2004; Loewenstein, 1996). 

Other examples include encapsulated bodily systems such 

as breathing that insist on operation even when doing so, as 

when underwater, is fatal to the individual (see Morsella, 

2005, for this and further examples). 

 While they are dramatic and extreme, these cases do 

illustrate the general principle that the individual person or 

self comprises many different, often conflicting, motives 

and goals — for example, self - interest versus empathic 

concern for others, short - term pleasure versus long - term 

health and happiness, and competition versus coopera-

tion with others (Elster,1990; Miller, 1999; Sen, 1978; see 

Mansbridge, 1990). As a consequence, it is often the case 

that the operation of one goal in pursuit of its own agenda 

produces outcomes unwanted by other aspects of the self 

system. The important point here is the apparent absence of 

any coherent  “ self ”  guiding operations — the coherence 

and control are one step lower in the hierarchy, at the level 

of the currently active goal. 

 That the active goal is in charge (of selective attention, 

evaluation, and behavior) is most obvious in the case of 

unconscious goal pursuit, in which goals are shown to 

operate independently of conscious awareness. Cognitive 

neuroscience research has supported the structural disso-

ciation that is strongly implied by the unconscious goal 

pursuit evidence, finding that the operation of a goal pro-

gram and one ’ s awareness of its operation are located in 

distinct, separate anatomical structures within the frontal 

cortex. Conscious intentions appear to be represented in 

the prefrontal and premotor cortex, yet it is the parietal 

cortex that houses the representation used to guide action 

(Frith, Blakemore,  &  Wolpert, 2000) — making it struc-

turally possible to have one (e.g., goal operation) in the 

absence of the other (e.g., awareness of pursuing that 

goal). Behaviorally, the phenomenon of  “ environmental 

dependency syndrome ”  (Lhermitte, 1983, 1986) is addi-

tional evidence of the same dissociation. In this disorder, 

the behavior of patients with lesions in the same region 

of the frontal lobes is found to be almost entirely at the 

mercy of situational cues — gardening in a public park (for 

hours) after seeing a rake, giving medical examinations 

to others in a doctor ’ s office — with the patients oblivious to 

the unusual nature of their behavior. 

  The Natural Unconscious of Evolutionary Biology 

 The preceding analysis suggests that it may be beneficial to 

depart from the traditional model of motivational science, 

with its agentic, autonomous, and conscious self argued to 

be in control of executive processes and goal pursuits. In 

the rest of the natural sciences, especially neurobiology, the 

assumption of conscious primacy is not nearly as prevalent 

as in psychology. Complex and intelligent design in living 

things is assumed to be driven not by conscious processes 

on the part of the plant or animal but instead by  “ blindly ”  

adaptive processes that accrued through natural selection 

(Dennett, 1995). 

 This is not to say that human consciousness plays no 

important causal or moderating role over the operation of 

the higher mental processes. It is rather that this conscious 

capacity is not  necessary  to achieve the sophisticated, 

adaptive, and intelligent behavioral guidance demonstrated 

in the emerging literature on unconscious pro cesses. As 

Dawkins (1976) contended, unconscious processes are 

smart and adaptive throughout the living world, and since 

his writing social cognition research has shown that this 

principle extends to humans, producing a stream of find-

ings regarding complex human judgmental, motiva-

tional, and behavioral phenomena that operate outside of 

awareness. 

 Because these findings did not make sense given the 

dumb unconscious perspective of the cognitive  science 

mainstream (i.e., how could a processing system so 

dumb accomplish so much in the way of adaptive self -

  regulation?), one had to look outside of psychology to 

understand them and their implications for the human 

mind. As it turns out, when placed in the broader context 

of the natural sciences, especially evolutionary biology, 

the widespread discoveries of sophisticated unconscious 

higher mental processes not only make more sense but turn 

out to have been predicted on a priori grounds (Dawkins, 

1976; Dennett, 1991, 1995). 

 First, consciousness, or the conscious mode of thought, 

was a late development in hominid evolution (Corballis, 

2007; Deacon, 1997; Dennett, 1991; Donald, 1991). Among 

the evidence supporting this conclusion is anthropological 

data on skull (brain) sizes and evidence of tool use. Brain 

size remained constant after the hominid divergence from 

the chimpanzee genetic line but suddenly began to expand; 

at the same time, evidence for tool use and primitive 

forms of speech and communication appeared for the first 

time. Because millions of years of hominid development 

preceded the advent of consciousness, some other (i.e., 

unconscious) system must have guided hominid behav-

ioral responses over those eons of time. 

 According to this logic, one should be able to find 

evidence in humans of these original unconscious mech-

anisms underlying, and guiding, even the higher men-

tal processes of judgment, social behavior, and goal 

pursuit. And evidence of these unconscious mechanisms 

has indeed accrued over the past quarter century: auto-

matic evaluations and preferences, automatic influences 

of the perceived environment on behavioral responses, and 
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an automatic mode of goal pursuit (see reviews in Bargh, 

2007; Bargh  &  Ferguson, 2000). This evidence supports 

the present evolutionary approach to motivation, in which 

unconscious processes are considered primary (see also 

Dijksterhuis, this volume; Neuberg et al., volume 2).  

  Unconscious Behavioral Guidance Systems 

 A second prediction from the preceding evolutionary 

considerations is that each of the varieties of automatic 

or unconscious processes discovered by recent research 

should be found to be directly connected to overt actional 

response tendencies; that is, to produce behavioral output 

entirely through unconscious means. This prediction fol-

lows from the principle that the forces of natural selection 

can only operate on overt behavior, not internal states such 

as thoughts or feelings (Mayr, 1976). If it turned out that 

these automatic processes were found not to be directly 

connected to behavioral responses, this would falsify the 

argument that the varieties of automatic processes discov-

ered by social cognition research are manifestations of an 

unconscious behavioral guidance system that existed before 

the advent of consciousness. Again, however, the evidence 

(reviewed later) has come in on the side of unconscious 

primacy. Each of the main forms of automatic processing 

relevant to social psychology — on evaluation, perception 

and categorization, social behavior, and goal pursuit — have 

been shown to directly (i.e., without need of conscious 

involvement) produce behavioral response tendencies 

(Bargh, 1997; Bargh  &  Morsella, 2009).  

  Preferences 

 First, evolutionary forces have shaped our tendencies 

to approach or avoid certain aspects of our environment. 

Such approach and withdrawal responses are found through-

out the animal kingdom; even single - celled paramecia have 

them (Schneirla, 1959). Cacioppo, Gardner, and Berntson 

(1997) concluded that humans have a general default 

tendency to approach rather than withdraw from stimuli, 

which encourages exploratory behavior and thus gain of 

useful information about the environment. However, this 

has the downside of putting the individual in the vicinity 

of negative stimuli and thus at risk. The adaptive solution 

achieved by our species is that negative stimuli when pres-

ent elicit a stronger, withdrawal response, dominating and 

inhibiting approach tendencies. Thus,  “ with both a positiv-

ity offset and a negativity bias [humans] enjoy the benefits 

of exploratory behavior as well as the self - preservative 

benefits of a predisposition to avoid or withdraw from 

threatening events ”  (Cacioppo et al., 1997, p. 13). 

 Evolutionary forces have helped to shape a person ’ s spe-

cific preferences as well. People are often guided by  “ feel-

ings, ”     “ intuitions, ”  and  “ gut reactions, ”  which  prioritize 

what is important to do or attend to (Damasio, 1996; 

Schwarz  &  Clore, 1996). These  “ guides ”  do not arise out 

of thin air, however, as our modern preferences are derived 

from those that served adaptive ends in the past. For 

 example, our strong human preference for sweet and fatty 

foods evolved because of their high energy value during 

those eons of time in which they were in relatively short 

supply, yet we find it hard to resist them today even though 

they are available now in relatively ample quantities and we 

are now aware of the long - term costs associated with eating 

too much of them (e.g., Brownell  &  Horgen, 2004; Rozin  &  

Geier, 2007). 

 In general, default preferences as to what is good and 

what is bad in our environment represent hard - earned 

knowledge gained during our long - term evolutionary 

past. These evolved preferences are fed upward as a start-

ing point, appearing as a priori knowledge, the source of 

which we are unaware (Dennett, 1995). Donald Campbell 

(1974), a champion of the evolutionary approach to epis-

temology, called these  “ shortcut processes ”  because they 

spare us from having to figure out, each of us individually 

from scratch, which are the good and helpful things and 

which are the dangerous. 

 Recent evidence has supported the assertion that con-

scious preferences are based on prior unconscious prefer-

ences. In a study of voters whose explicit, self - reported 

preference in the 2008 U.S. presidential election was 

 “ undecided, ”  Galdi, Arcuri, and Gawronski (2008) showed 

that the eventual conscious preference of these undecided 

voters could be predicted from measures of their automatic 

or unconscious attitudes toward the candidates. That is, 

for undecided voters, the favorability of automatic asso-

ciations to the candidate at time 1 predicted subsequent 

conscious attitudes at time 2. For voters who had already 

made up their minds, only consciously expressed attitudes 

at time 1 predicted conscious attitudes at time 2 (nearly 

perfectly); automatic associations to the candidate at 

time 1 were unrelated to consciously expressed attitudes 

at time 2. 

 In another demonstration of this phenomenon, 

Duckworth, Bargh, Garcia, and Chaiken (2002) found that 

the automatic preferences toward novel attitude objects 

measured in one group predicted the explicit self - reported 

preferences toward those same stimuli in another group, 

even though in the unconscious condition the objects were 

presented for only 250 milliseconds, whereas participants 

in the conscious condition took on average about 8 full 

seconds to give their preference. 

 Consistent with the hypothesis that these preferences 

are part of an unconscious behavioral guidance system, 

attitudes toward a wide variety of objects and events 

were found to become automatically activated by the 
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mere presence of the attitude object in the environment (see 

reviews in Fazio, 2001; Ferguson, 2007). These automatic 

preferences are activated immediately, do not require the 

conscious intention to evaluate stimuli (Bargh, Chaiken, 

Govender,  &  Pratto, 1992), and occur even for novel 

stimuli such as nonrepresentational (i.e., abstract) art and 

spoken nonsense words (Duckworth et al., 2002). From 

the accumulating evidence then, it appears that all incom-

ing stimuli elicit an initial positive or negative evaluation, 

even those stimuli with which one has no prior conscious 

experience. 

 Under the present argument that the unconscious 

evolved as a behavioral guidance system, a source of adap-

tive and appropriate actional impulses, these unconsciously 

activated preferences should be found to be directly con-

nected to behavioral mechanisms. Several studies have 

now established this connection: Immediate and unin-

tended evaluation processes are directly linked to approach 

and avoidance behavioral predispositions. Chen and Bargh 

(1999; see also Kawakami, Dovidio, Moll, Hermsen,  &  

Russin, 2000; Neumann, F ö rster,  &  Strack, 2003) showed 

that participants are faster to make approach movements of 

the arm (pulling a lever toward oneself) when responding to 

positive attitude objects and faster to make avoidance 

movements (pushing the lever away) when responding to 

negative attitude objects. This was true even though their 

conscious task in the experiment was not to evaluate the 

objects but merely to  “ knock off the screen ”  the names of 

these objects as soon as they appeared. 

 Thus, humans automatically evaluate environmental 

stimuli as either good or bad and further possess corre-

sponding muscular, behavioral tendencies to approach or 

to withdraw from those stimuli, without the involvement 

of conscious awareness or intent. This is compelling evi-

dence in support of the hypothesis that automatic forms of 

social cognition arose through natural selection pro-

cesses to afford humans adaptive, unconscious guidance 

of behavioral responses to the environment (Bargh  &  

Morsella, 2009). Again, the discovery of automatic atti-

tude activation and its automatic connection to behavioral 

 tendencies — both of which were unheard of 30 years ago —

 was surprising at the time from the perspective that actions 

and behavior are always a function of conscious intent and 

guidance (e.g., Bandura, 1986; Locke  &  Latham, 2002) but 

is unsurprising from the unconscious - first perspective of 

evolutionary biology (Bargh  &  Morsella, 2008; Dawkins, 

1976).  

  Social Perception 

 Theorists have long noted that what other people are doing 

within a situation is important information as to what  we  

ourselves should be doing, especially when ambiguity  or 

uncertainty exists as to the situational norms and  appropriate 

responses (e.g., Asch, 1961; Meltzoff, 2002; Tomasello, 

Carpenter, Call, Behne,  &  Moll, 2005). Asch (1961), for 

instance, argued that much conformity behavior was driven 

by the cuing or informational value of the perceived behav-

ior of others. As a default option or starting point for your 

own behavior,  “ blindly ”  or unconsciously adopting what 

others around you are doing makes good adaptive sense, 

especially in new situations and with strangers. 

 In many species, the perception of the behavior of 

conspecifics (fellow members of the same species) auto-

matically causes the animal to behave in the same way, 

producing precise coordination of movement within 

the group, as in schools of fish or herds of antelope (see 

Dijksterhuis  &  Bargh, 2001). Humans possess this same 

tendency, with the behavior of others automatically creat-

ing behavioral impulses or tendencies to act in the same 

way. Developmental researchers have highlighted this 

perception – behavior link as an important, innate basis 

of imitation and mimicry and thus of vicarious learning of 

appropriate behavioral responses to events by merely wit-

nessing the behavior of one ’ s adult caretakers and older 

children (Meltzoff, 2002; Tomasello et al., 2005). And 

cognitive neuroscience research has confirmed the exis-

tence of a direct anatomical connection between perceptual 

and behavioral representations of the same actions with 

the discovery of  “ mirror neurons ”  in the premotor cortex, 

which become active both when one perceives a given type 

of action by another person and when one engages in that 

action (see Frith  &  Wolpert, 2003). 

 Thus, what other people are doing in the current situ-

ation and environment is another important input to the 

unconscious behavior guidance system, with the perceived 

behavior of others directly and unconsciously creating ten-

dencies to act in that same way. We naturally take on the 

physical postures and gestures of others without realizing 

it (Chartrand  &  Bargh, 1999), but the perception – behavior  

link extends to include the content of more complex, 

abstract representations — such as trait concepts and social 

stereotypes — that are automatically activated during percep-

tual activity (see reviews in Chartrand, Maddux,  &  Lakin, 

2005; Dijksterhuis et al., 2007; Dijksterhuis  &  Bargh, 

2001). For example, priming the concept of  “ elderly ”  

causes college students both to move more slowly 

while leaving the experimental session (Bargh, Chen,  &  

Burrows, 1996) and to have poorer memory for the fea-

tures of a room they just left (Dijksterhuis, Aarts, Bargh,  &  

van Knippenberg, 2000) — both effects predicted from the 

content of the elderly stereotype activated through percep-

tual activity (i.e., priming). 

 The evolved, innate basis of these ubiquitous perceptual 

priming effects on behavior is revealed by their presence 
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soon after birth, underpinning the infant ’ s  imitative 

 abilities. In a review of 25 years of infant imitation 

research, Meltzoff (2002) concluded that young children 

learn much about how to behave by mere passive imita-

tion of fellow children and their adult caretakers: infants 

in particular are open to such imitative tendencies, having 

not yet developed cognitive control structures to suppress 

or inhibit them. Further evidence of the adaptive nature of 

these tendencies comes from the work on automatic mim-

icry tendencies in humans by Chartrand and colleagues 

(e.g., Chartrand et al., 2005); those studies have found not 

only that people do tend to adopt the physical behavior 

(posture, facial gestures, and arm and hand movements) 

of strangers with whom they interact, without  intending 

to or being aware they are doing so, but also that this 

unconscious imitation tends to increase liking and bonding 

among individuals — serving as a kind of natural  “ social 

glue ”  for new acquaintances and group members. 

 Baillargeon (2008) has argued that priming is itself 

an adaptation, as it helps to cue the very young child to 

selectively attend to the currently important features and 

dimensions of the world (see Higgins  &  Bargh, 1987, for 

a similar functional argument regarding priming in the 

case of adults). Baillargeon ’ s research has shown that even 

8 - month - old infants show priming effects. According to 

Piaget (1955), this is much too young to possess the con-

cept of object permanence. Indeed, in a control condition, 

8 - month - olds do not act surprised when a doll is placed in 

a box and a differently colored version of the same doll 

then emerges from that box. However, if one first shows 

these infants a collection of different - colored dolls, thus 

cuing (priming)  “ color ”  as a relevant doll dimension for 

the moment, the infants suddenly show evidence of object 

permanence, as now they are surprised when a doll of a 

different color emerges from the same box. 

 Ambady, Shih, Kim, and Pittinsky (2001) have shown 

stereotype - priming effects on the behavior of children as 

young as 5 years. The cultural stereotype of Asian Americans 

is that they are superior to other social groups in mathe-

matical ability, but the cultural stereotype of girls and 

women is that they are inferior to men in this regard. 

Ambady et al. (2001) first primed Asian American pre-

school children with drawings emphasizing either their 

Asian American identity or their gender and then gave 

them an age - appropriate math test to work on. When their 

Asian American identity had been primed, Asian American 

girls outperformed the other children on the test, but when 

their female identity had been primed, they underper-

formed relative to the other children (thus showing evi-

dence of  “ stereotype threat ”  on their math performance). 

That such cultural - stereotype priming effects are obtained 

in children as young as 5 years of age is further evidence of 

the innate, evolved nature of contextual priming influences 

on behavior (as well as the rapidity and thoroughness with 

which young children absorb the attitudes and beliefs of 

their culture).  

  Goals and Motivations 

 The third component of the unconscious behavior guidance 

system is purposive and motivational. Purposive behavior 

and goal pursuits are widespread in the world of living 

things (e.g., Mayr, 1976); thus, in evolutionary biology, 

goal pursuit is not considered to require human conscious-

ness or its equivalent; for most organisms, goal - directed 

behavior is achieved entirely through unconscious means 

(Dawkins, 1976). Theory and research in the field of evo-

lutionary psychology has held that evolutionarily relevant 

goals are of unconscious origin, because reproduction and 

survival were paramount concerns to hominids for eons of 

time before the development of consciousness (Barrett  &  

Kurzban, 2006; Buss  &  Schmitt, 1993; Donald, 2001; 

Neuberg et al., volume 2). 

 While theorists differ somewhat as to the set of evolved 

goals they posit, general consensus exists that self - protection 

(including avoidance of disease and contamination) and 

mating are fundamental human motives, along with a need 

to understand or comprehend environmental events and to 

belong to social groups and have supportive social relation-

ships (e.g., Baumeister  &  Leary, 1995; Fiske, 2004; Haidt, 

2001; Neuberg, Kenrick, Maner,  &  Schaller, 2004). 

Moreover, an emerging domain of research has shown that 

these evolved goals can become active (i.e., primed) and 

then operate entirely unconsciously, outside of conscious 

awareness or intention, to influence selective attention, 

judgment, and social behavior in present - day contexts 

(e.g., Haidt, 2001; Huang  &  Bargh, 2008; Neuberg et al., 

2004; Schaller, Park,  &  Faulkner, 2003). 

 The goal - priming literature (for review see Dijksterhuis 

et al., 2007) has shown that goals can be activated with-

out the individual knowing about or intending it — either 

through subliminal presentation of goal - relevant stimuli 

or through subtle and unobtrusive supraliminal presenta-

tion. Various environmental triggers have been demon-

strated: not only verbal stimuli semantically related to the 

goal (as in many studies) but also material objects such as 

backpacks and briefcases (Kay, Wheeler, Bargh,  &  Ross, 

2004), scents such as cleaning fluids (Holland, Hendriks,  &  

Aarts, 2005), power - related features of a situation such as 

a professor ’ s desk chair (Chen, Lee - Chai,  &  Bargh, 2001), 

and the names of significant others (Fitzsimons  &  Bargh, 

2003; Shah, 2003). 

 Moreover, a range of goals have been studied and shown 

capable of unconscious operation: information processing 

goals such as impression formation (Chartrand  &  Bargh, 
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1996; McCulloch, Ferguson, et al., 2008), achievement and 

task performance goals (Bargh et al., 2001; Hassin, 2005), 

and interpersonal goals such as helping and cooperation 

(Bargh et al., 2001; Fitzsimons  &  Bargh, 2003). These 

studies have shown further that once activated outside the 

person ’ s knowledge, these goals operate autonomously, 

without any conscious guidance, to direct cognition and 

behavior toward the desired end - state (see reviews in Bargh, 

2005; Bargh  &  Ferguson, 2000; Chartrand  &  Bargh, 2002; 

Dijksterhuis et al., 2007; Ferguson, Hassin,  &  Bargh, 2008; 

Fitzsimons  &  Bargh, 2004).   

  Similarity of Conscious and Unconscious
Goal Pursuits 

 From the assumption of the historical primacy of uncon-

scious motivational structures, a further prediction can 

be made. Evolution is an incremental process; new pro-

cesses and abilities are not created de novo but are cob-

bled onto and use existing processes to the extent possible 

(see Allman, 2000; Bargh  &  Morsella, 2008). Thus, it is 

likely that when conscious processing capabilities evolved 

they used relevant existing unconscious mental structures; 

in the case of goal pursuit, the assumption would be that 

conscious forms of goal pursuit use preexisting uncon-

scious motivational processes and brain structures. This 

leads to the prediction not only that one should observe 

a high degree of similarity in the outcomes of conscious 

and unconscious pursuit of the same goal but also that the 

two modes should share phenomenal qualities of the goal 

pursuit process — such qualities as persistence in the face 

of obstacles, resumption and completion of interrupted 

goal pursuits, self - evaluation following the goal pursuit 

attempt, and temporary inhibition of the goal following 

the attempt (see Atkinson  &  Birch, 1970; Heckhausen, 

1991; Lewin, 1935). Moreover, at the level of neurophysi-

ology, the unconscious - primacy hypothesis would predict 

that the observed similarities should extend to the use of 

the same underlying brain regions. 

 Regarding the prediction of similar  outcomes  of 

goal pursuit, recent studies have shown that unconscious goal 

pursuit produces the same outcomes as when that goal is 

pursued consciously (reviews in Dijksterhuis et al., 2007; 

Fitzsimons  &  Bargh, 2004). The goal concept, once acti-

vated without the participant ’ s awareness, operates over 

extended periods (also without the person ’ s conscious 

intent or monitoring) to guide thought or behavior toward 

the goal. For instance, primed, unconscious goals to form 

an impression of a target person operate without the par-

ticipant ’ s knowledge and compute the evaluation as if the 

person consciously and intentionally had the goal to form 

an impression (Chartrand  &  Bargh, 1996). 

 Goals for types of interpersonal behavior, as well as 

information processing goals, are capable of unconscious 

operation. In one study, unobtrusive priming of the goal of 

cooperation caused participants playing the role of a fish-

ing company to put more fish back into a lake to replenish 

the fish population (compared with a nonprimed control 

condition), the same effect as when, in the same study, 

another group of participants were explicitly instructed to 

cooperate (Bargh et al., 2001). Although the goal - priming 

manipulation produced the same effect on behavior as did 

conscious (explicitly instructed) pursuit of the same goal, 

only in the latter case were participants aware of having the 

goal to cooperate. Postexperimental reports of how coop-

erative they had just been on the task were significantly 

correlated with actual degree of cooperation in the con-

scious goal pursuit condition but were uncorrelated with 

actual behavior in the unconscious goal pursuit condition. 

The goal - primed participants thus gave every appearance 

of pursuing the cooperation goal without knowing they 

were doing so. 

 Second, regarding the prediction of similar  underlying 
processes , not only do unconsciously operating goals 

produce the same outcome as when consciously pursued 

but they do so following the same processing stages. 

McCulloch, Ferguson, et al. (2008) have shown this in the 

case of the impression formation goal. Compared with a 

nonprimed control group, priming the impression forma-

tion goal caused participants (1) to be faster to encode 

behaviors in trait - categorical terms, (2) to be more likely to 

form associations between behaviors, and (3) to notice and 

remember impression - inconsistent behaviors, all known 

subprocesses of conscious impression formation (e.g., 

Hamilton, Katz,  &  Leirer, 1980; Srull  &  Wyer, 1989). 

Priming a goal, therefore, puts the means to attain the goal 

(i.e., component subgoals) into active operation as well 

(see Shah  &  Kruglanski, 2003, for the reverse means - to -

 goal priming effect). 

 Once active, the goal directs one ’ s attention toward 

some (i.e., goal - relevant) stimuli and away from others; 

the world is filtered through the goal ’ s  “ eyes. ”  The active 

goal ’ s effect on selective attention has long been known 

in the case of consciously pursued goals (Anderson  &  

Pichert, 1978; Bruner, 1957; Hastie  &  Park, 1986), but 

recent research shows this effect occurs in unconscious 

goal pursuit as well (Chartrand  &  Bargh, 1996, study 2; 

Maner et al., 2005; McCulloch, Ferguson, et al., 2008;

Neuberg et al., 2004). For example, an unconscious impres-

sion formation goal causes greater selective attention to 

behavioral information inconsistent with the target ’ s gen-

eral pattern of behavior (Chartrand  &  Bargh, 1996, study 

2; McCulloch, Ferguson, et al., 2008), and an uncon-

scious mating goal drives greater selective attention to the 
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 potential romantic partners shown on a videotape (Maner 

et al., 2005; Neuberg et al., 2004). 

 Third, regarding the prediction that the same  phenom-
enal qualities  should occur during goal pursuit, whether it 

be unconscious or conscious, research has supported this 

as well. Unconscious goal pursuit is shown to possess the 

same phenomenal qualities previously demonstrated and 

ascribed to conscious, deliberate goal pursuit (Bandura, 

1977, 1986; Gollwitzer  &  Moskowitz, 1996; Heckhausen, 

1991; Lewin, 1926). These include persistence in the face 

of obstacles, resumption of interrupted goal pursuits in the 

face of intrinsically more attractive activities, and evalu-

ative and motivational consequences of the goal pursuit 

attempt (see reviews in Bargh  &  Huang, 2009; Chartrand  &  

Bargh, 2002; Ferguson, Hassin,  &  Bargh, 2008). Kawada, 

Oettingen, Gollwitzer, and Bargh (2004) have demon-

strated another similarity: Both conscious and unconscious 

goals, when active, are  “ projected onto ”  (i.e., attributed to) 

other people in the course of impression formation. 

 The affective (mood) and motivational consequences 

of conscious and unconscious goal pursuit are also the 

same. The consequences of conscious goal attempts for affec-

tive  experience (mood) and the future strength of that goal 

have long been established (e.g., Bandura, 1977; Carver   &  

Scheier, 1981; Heckhausen, 1991). Success at the attempt 

produces positive mood and increased tendencies to pursue 

that goal in the future; failure produces the opposite conse-

quences. Research on unconscious goal pursuit has shown 

that the same consequences accrue for goal attempts the indi-

vidual is not even aware of making (Bongers, Dijksterhuis,  &  

Spears, 2009; Chartrand  &  Bargh, 2002). In the Chartrand 

study, participants were given an anagram task that was easy 

or impossible to solve; the importance of this task was down-

played by the experimenter as a  “ filler task ”  within the larger 

study. However, for participants previously primed with the 

achievement (high performance) goal, but not for control 

group participants, working on the easy anagram task (suc-

cess condition) resulted in improved mood and increased 

motivation to work on a subsequent verbal task, and work-

ing on the difficult anagram task produced depressed mood 

and lower effort on the subsequent task. 

 Thus, successful goals become stronger (more likely to be 

pursued again by the individual) and unsuccessful goals 

become weaker, all without the individual ’ s knowledge or 

consent. Presumably, this change in future goal strength 

is driven by the positive versus negative affect associated 

with the goal; that is, its  “ incentive value. ”  This research 

by Bongers et al. (2009) and Chartrand and Bargh (2002) 

suggests that the incentive value can be changed automati-

cally, without conscious involvement or awareness, as the 

result of success versus failure at goals individuals do not 

even know they are pursuing. 

 More direct evidence of unconscious changes in goal 

strength has emerged from cognitive neuroscience studies 

of the brain regions involved in motivated behavior. This 

research also bears on the earlier prediction that conscious 

and unconscious goal pursuits use the same underlying 

brain regions and structures. In a functional magnetic reso-

nance imaging study of motivation - relevant brain regions, 

Pessiglione et al. (2007) showed that subliminal reward 

cues moderated the amount of effort participants gave on 

a handgrip squeezing task; the higher the value of a coin 

flashed subliminally at the beginning of the trial, the more 

effort participants expended on that trial. The  researchers 

also included conditions in which the incentive was con-

sciously perceived by participants, and their imaging 

data revealed that the same region of the basal forebrain 

moderated task effort level in both the conscious and the 

unconscious incentive conditions. Pessiglione et al. (2007) 

concluded from their findings that  “ the motivational pro-

cesses involved in boosting behavior are qualitatively simi-

lar, whether subjects are conscious or not of the reward at 

stake ”  (p. 906). 

 Similarly, recent experimental work by Custers and 

Aarts (2005, 2007) has shown that conditioning a  positive 

affective response to the name of a particular goal increases 

the chances the individual will pursue that goal over other 

possible alternatives, again without the participant being 

aware of this influence on their choice of goals. Aarts et al. 

(2008) showed that both the goal of high performance 

(exertion) and the incentive attached to that goal could 

be manipulated unconsciously; participants subliminally 

primed with the goal of exertion outperformed a control 

group in a handgrip squeezing task, but those primed 

simultaneously with both the exertion goal and the positive 

stimuli performed the best. Moreover, the complementary 

effect is found to occur when negative stimuli are paired 

with a goal; this increases the likelihood of disengagement 

from the goal (Aarts, Custers,  &  Holland, 2007). Thus, 

both the goal itself and the incentives associated with the 

goal can be triggered through unconscious means and will 

then influence task performance just as if they had been 

consciously perceived and chosen. These studies provide 

further support for the hypothesis that the same underlying 

mechanisms and processes are involved in conscious and 

unconscious goal pursuit. 

  Autonomy of Active Goals 

 Unconscious goal pursuit therefore produces the same 

outcomes and with the same processing stages and phe-

nomenal, subjective qualities of goal pursuit as established 

previously for conscious goal pursuit. This high degree of 

similarity is consistent with the proposition that conscious 

goal pursuit uses preexisting, unconscious motivational  
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structures. However, the research on unconscious  motivation 

indicates that there should be an additional important qual-

ity shared by conscious and unconscious goal pursuit — 

autonomy of goal operation, once the goal becomes 

activated. 

 If conscious and unconscious goal pursuits use the same 

underlying motivational system, then the autonomy of oper-

ation clearly demonstrated in the case of unconscious goal 

pursuit (in which the goal guides cognition and behavior 

toward the desired end - state without deliberate conscious 

knowledge or guidance) should hold in the case of con-

scious goal pursuit. In other words, even those goals one 

intends to pursue, and of which one is aware, should  “ self-

ishly ”  pursue their agenda once activated, even if doing so 

runs against the self - interests of the individual. 

 In a test of this prediction, Bargh, Green, and Fitzsimons 

(2008) hypothesized that conscious and unconscious goal 

pursuit would share another important feature, that of 

autonomous operation once active. Note that up to now, 

potential similarities between the two modes of goal pur-

suit had been assessed by testing whether unconscious goal 

pursuit possesses qualities that had been already estab-

lished for the case of conscious goal pursuit (Chartrand  &  

Bargh, 2002; Fitzsimons  &  Bargh, 2004). Bargh et al. 

(2008) made the reverse assertion: that conscious goal 

pursuit should be found to share a quality previously dem-

onstrated only for unconscious goal pursuit — namely, that 

of operating on any relevant, applicable information in the 

environment regardless of whether the individual intends 

or is aware of this operation. In the case of conscious 

goals, the person is aware of pursuing them with regard 

to a specific target or set of targets; however, it should be 

kept in mind that just as unconscious goals operate on all 

perceived information to which they are applicable, con-

scious goals will, too — even information that was not the 

originally intended focus of the goal. 

 Bargh et al. (2008) tested this hypothesis in two experi-

ments by having participants watch a videotape of an 

ostensible job interview (in the control condition, partici-

pants were told it was of two people getting acquainted). 

They were told that the job in question was either a crime 

reporter for the  New York Daily News  or a restaurant waiter 

position. The two jobs were pretested so that the desired 

personality characteristics were opposite of each other: the 

ideal crime reporter is tough and aggressive, while the ideal 

waiter is deferential and polite. During the taped interview, 

the two participants were interrupted several times by sec-

retaries and co - workers, as in an actual busy office situ-

ation. The behavior of one of these interrupters ( “ Mike ” ) 

varied across the two experimental conditions. In one tape, 

Mike was polite and deferential after interrupting; in the 

other, he was rude and aggressive. After the tape had been 

presented, participants were given a surprise impression 

task in which they were asked not about the job candidate 

(on which they had been consciously focused) but simply 

how much they liked Mike. 

 Under the hypothesis that the active conscious goal 

of evaluating a specific type of job candidate would also 

be applied to other people encountered at the same time, 

Bargh and colleagues (2008) expected that participants in 

the control and waiter - goal conditions would like  “ polite 

Mike ”  more than  “ rude Mike ”  but that those in the reporter -

 goal condition would like rude Mike better. Results con-

firmed this prediction. Because Mike ’ s behavior matched 

the qualities that the active goal was looking for, and that 

would be evaluated positively by the active goal (see 

Ferguson, 2008; Ferguson  &  Bargh, 2004), participants in 

the reporter - goal condition showed a significant reversal 

of preferences compared with the other two conditions: 

they liked rude Mike more than polite Mike. 

 In a third study, some participants were instructed to 

help another participant (actually a confederate) with 

an experimental task, while others were not assigned 

this  “ helper ”  role. Consistent with the autonomous - goal 

hypothesis, participants who were concurrently helping 

someone (compared with those who were not) showed a 

greater willingness to donate money to a charity and to 

commit their time to helping a stranger who stopped by the 

experimental room to ask if the participant would fill out 

a lengthy questionnaire. Note that these are costs that one 

would not choose to incur were it not for this unintended 

influence of the active goal (as shown by the control and 

deactivated - goal conditions of that study), just as one 

would normally prefer a polite to a rude person. 

 These findings support the hypothesis that conscious 

and unconscious goals, once activated, operate autono-

mously in an open - ended fashion on all relevant infor-

mation in the environment, even information that was 

not the original intended focus of the goal pursuit (in the 

case of conscious goals). Intended goal pursuits thus can 

have unintended consequences. As shown by the results of 

the control condition, people do not normally find rude, 

aggressive people likable, and it is doubtful they would 

like  “ rude Mike ”  under normal circumstances — but one 

would tend to like him if one was concurrently evaluating 

others for some purpose in which rudeness and aggressive-

ness happen to be useful traits. 

 Thus, the similarity between conscious and uncon-

scious forms of goal pursuit extends to autonomy of 

operation once activated. Even goals that are consciously 

chosen (or explicitly given to us by another person, such as 

through experimental instructions) and of which the indi-

vidual is aware of pursuing nonetheless operate to attain 

their desired end - states whether or not these outcomes are 

CH08.indd   298CH08.indd   298 12/18/09   2:40:16 PM12/18/09   2:40:16 PM



Unconscious Goal Pursuit  299

intended or desirable at the level of the individual (self). 

This is evidence that the locus of proximal control over 

thought, judgment, and behavior may not reside in a con-

scious, agentic self (e.g., Baumeister et al., 1998) so much 

as in the operation of the currently active goal.  

  An Important Difference: Awareness 
of the Goal Pursuit 

 There is one critical difference between conscious and 

unconscious goal pursuit: unlike unconscious goal strivers, 

conscious goal strivers know why they do what they do. 

In study 2 of Bargh et al. (2001) the goal of cooperation 

was primed (unconsciously activated) in one condition and 

given explicitly (consciously pursued) in another. Following 

a  “ resource commons ”  game in which their degree of coop-

eration was measured, all participants were asked to rate 

how committed they had been to the goal of cooperation 

during the task. For participants with the conscious goal 

of cooperation, these ratings correlated significantly with 

their actual degree of cooperative behavior — but for those 

pursuing the goal unconsciously (i.e., in the goal - priming 

condition), these ratings were unrelated to the amount of 

cooperation they had just exhibited on the task. Even though 

the cooperation prime produced significantly more coop-

eration than found in the control group, those participants 

pursuing the unconscious cooperation goal were unable 

to report with any accuracy on how cooperative they had 

been on the task, even though they were asked immediately 

after completing the task. Accurate introspective access to 

the meaning and purpose of behavioral responses thus may 

require conscious awareness of the goal being pursued. 

 Awareness of goal pursuits may also be important for 

accurate attribution of the emotional states that result from 

the goal pursuit. In studies of unconscious achievement 

motivation, it has been shown that success versus failure 

at the task produces a positive versus a negative mood, 

with the person unaware of the actual source of the mood 

and thus liable to misattribute it to some plausible cause of 

which they are aware (Bongers et al., 2009; Chartrand  &  

Bargh, 2002). Similarly, Oettingen and colleagues (2006) have 

shown that when goals are not consciously adopted (i.e., are 

unconsciously activated) and not explained by the situational 

context (i.e., are norm violating), people find themselves in 

an  “ explanatory vacuum ”  when attempting to interpret their 

behavior, which in turn leads to the experience of negative 

affect (see McGraw, 1987), the actual source of which they 

are unaware (and are thus again likely to misattribute).   

  The Selfish Goal 

 As Bargh and Huang (2009) noted, the observed relation 

between goals and the individuals holding them, with goals 

operating autonomously within their individual hosts, is 

strikingly similar to Dawkins ’ s (1976) famous demonstra-

tion in  The Selfish Gene  that across the domain of living 

organisms the locus of control over behavior is at the level 

of the gene, not the individual organism. If even con-

sciously pursued, as well as unconsciously pursued, goals 

operate autonomously and independently once activated, 

then one can speak of the  “ selfish goal ”  pursuing its own 

agenda just as the  “ selfish gene ”  is ultimately concerned 

with its own propagation. Dawkins (1976) described how 

our genes have designed us (through the blind process of 

natural selection) to be their  “ survival machines ”  on which 

they depend for their propagation into future generations —

 thus making genes, not individual organisms, the basic unit 

of natural selection. Analogously, active goals are argued 

here to be the unit of control over higher mental processes, 

not the self or individual person, and active goals single -

 mindedly pursue their agenda independent of whether 

doing so is in the overall good of the individual person. 

 That goals are to the self as genes are to their host organ-

ism is more than a metaphor. Evolutionary biologists and 

psychologists, as well as philosophers of science, consider 

motivations to be the crucial link between genetic influ-

ences and adaptive behavior (Campbell, 1974; Mayr, 1976; 

Neuberg et al., 2004; Pinker  &  Bloom, 1990, p. 468; Popper, 

1972; Symons, 1992, p. 138; Tetlock, 2002; Tomasello 

et al., 2005; Tooby  &  Cosmides, 1992, p. 99). The close cor-

respondence between genes and goals is attested to by the 

prevalence of goal - directed behavior in the organic world, 

which of course largely lacks the strategic, conscious infor-

mation processing capabilities of humans. As evolutionary 

theorist Ernst Mayr (1976, p. 389) stressed,  “ the occurrence 

of goal - directed processes is perhaps the most characteristic 

feature of the world of living organisms (p. 389). ”  For 

example, a predator stalking its prey or the prey fleeing 

from the pursuing predator, a bird starting on its migration, 

an insect selecting its host plant, a male displaying to a 

female — all are acting purposefully yet unconsciously. 

 Why do genes require the proxy of goals and motives? 

The latter are necessary stand - ins because the rate of 

genetic change is slow, too slow for direct genetic controls 

over behavior to adapt quickly enough to constantly chang-

ing and shifting environmental conditions. Life offers too 

many possible eventualities for all of them to be antici-

pated by specific genetic instructions; thus, genes have to 

 “ instruct ”  their host organisms not in specifics but in the 

generally useful strategies and tactics of life. Therefore, 

evolution has shaped us to be open - ended systems (Mayr, 

1976), with goal programs serving as the  “ local agents ”  in 

the present to carry out genetic instructions from the dis-

tant past but to do so adaptively, in the context of current 

environmental conditions and contingencies. 
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 Mayr (1976, p. 23) identified two types of inherited 

behavior programs in the organic world: open and closed. 

Closed programs are those containing a nearly complete set 

of ready - made responses to particular stimuli in the environ-

ment; these characterize organisms with short life spans or 

highly stable and unchanging environments who have little 

time or need to benefit from experience or adapt to local 

variations. Because humans, on the other hand, enjoy longer 

life spans and a long childhood under the supervision and 

protection of caregivers, most genetic behavior programs 

(goals) in humans are open. This is a great advantage to suc-

cessful adaptation, because it allows the general tendencies 

furnished genetically to be fine - tuned to the specific local 

conditions into which the infant happens to be born. A well -

 known example of an open - ended program in humans is the 

young child ’ s ability to quickly learn the local language and 

absorb the local culture; infants can be taken to any location 

on earth and over time learn that language and that culture 

as well as if they had been born there (Pinker, 1994). 

 The open - ended nature of human goal pursuit is further 

illustrated by the readiness and ability of unconsciously 

activated goals to operate on whatever goal - relevant input 

occurs in the environment. The unconsciously active goal 

operates on whatever goal - relevant information happens 

to occur next in the experimental situation, which could not 

be known to the participant beforehand — just as genetic 

influences from the distant past programmed us through 

open - ended motivations to be capable of adapting to local 

conditions far into a future that could not have been antici-

pated in any detail (Dawkins, 1976). Moreover, based on 

the striking similarity of outcomes and process between 

conscious and unconscious goal pursuit, and evidence 

that consciously pursued goals are also characterized by 

autonomy of operation once active (Bargh et al., 2008), the 

principle of autonomous operation appears to holds for all 

goal pursuits, conscious and unconscious alike.  

  The Selfish Goal, in Control 

 If the currently active goal is the proxy of genetic influences 

and the most proximal locus of control over behavioral 

responses, then it should be capable of recruiting and direct-

ing other psychological systems and processes in the service 

of that goal. Accordingly, one should find that the active goal 

drives selective attention to the goal - relevant aspects of the 

environment, evaluation of environmental stimuli (objects, 

people, and events) in terms of whether they help or hin-

der the goal pursuit, and perceptual interpretation of stimuli 

in manners best suited to attainment of the goal. In other 

words, the active goal tends to take the helm of one ’ s mental 

machinery and  “ adjust its settings ”  in a single - minded way 

to maximize the chances of goal attainment. 

  Attention 

 Bruner (1957) was facing a similar situation 50 years ago 

when seeking to explain how the  “ New Look ”  findings of 

motivational and value - driven biases in perception could 

occur in terms of basic underlying psychological processes. 

Bruner ’ s efforts gave us the extremely useful notions of 

goal - directed (selective) attention, in which the active goal 

drives what one attends to in the busy world, and of cat-

egory accessibility, the theoretical mechanism by which 

goals could exert this influence on attention. An active goal 

(e.g., to find something to eat) caused the mental repre-

sentations relevant to attaining the goal (e.g., restaurants 

and bodegas) to become somewhat more active than usual and 

thus more ready to become activated by corresponding 

stimuli in the environment. 

 This selective attention process can be quite striking in 

its ability to filter incoming stimuli so that we notice what 

is relevant to the goal and do not notice what might distract 

us from the goal pursuit. The power of the effect of active 

goals on attention is such that salient, unusual events can 

be missed entirely, as in  “ attentional blindness ”  research 

(Mack, 2003; Most, Scholl, Clifford,  &  Simons, 2005; 

Simons  &  Chabris, 1999; see also related earlier work by 

Neisser, 1979; Neisser  &  Becklen, 1975). In one such study, 

participants given the explicit, conscious task of counting 

the number of ball tosses between characters on a computer 

display failed to notice a gorilla walking right through the 

ball - tossing game while they were busy counting tosses. 

 Need states, such as hunger and thirst, drive selective 

attention to stimuli that will satisfy the need; the stronger 

the need, the stronger the attentional bias (e.g., Aarts, 

Dijksterhuis,  &  de Vries, 2001; Lavy  &  van den Hout, 1993). 

For example, participants who had fasted for 24 hours were 

faster at detecting food - related words in a display than those 

who had fasted for 10 hours, who were faster than nonfast-

ing participants; moreover, having a snack right before the 

experiment eliminated the effect (Lavy  &  van den Hout, 

1993). In summarizing this research, Strack and Deutsch 

(2004) concluded that need states become strongly linked 

in memory with the behaviors and situations in which 

the need was satisfied so that subsequent experiences of 

that need activate an attentional bias, or perceptual readi-

ness (Bruner, 1957), for those same situational features.  

  Evaluation 

 Goal and need states not only drive selective attention to 

relevant environmental stimuli but also cause those  stimuli 

to be automatically evaluated as positive or negative. Lewin 

(1935, p. 78) held that the evaluation or valence of an envi-

ronmental object or event was a function of whether it 

helps or hinders attainment of current goals or  satisfaction 
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of current needs. For example, a state of food deprivation 

(hunger) causes both greater selective attention to food 

cues and more positive automatic evaluations of them 

(Drobes et al., 2001). Because automatic positive evalu-

ations are directly linked to approach motivations toward 

the stimulus and negative automatic evaluations to avoid-

ance motivations toward the stimulus (e.g., Chen  &  Bargh, 

1999; Kawakami et al., 2000; Lewin, 1935), changes in 

evaluation caused by the active goal or need state would 

direct the individual toward goal - helpful stimuli and away 

from goal - hindering stimuli. 

 This implies that changes in goal or need state should 

produce corresponding changes in automatic evaluation 

of goal - relevant stimuli. Supporting this prediction is evi-

dence reviewed by Fazio and Olson (2003) that the results 

of the well - known Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, 

McGhee,  &  Schwartz, 1998) measure of an individual ’ s 

automatic attitudes can be moderated by current goal or 

need states. For example, Sherman, Rose, Koch, Presson, 

and Chassin (2003) had long - term cigarette smokers (many 

of whom wanted to quit) abstain from cigarettes for  several 

hours before the experimental session. One group was 

allowed to smoke just before the experiment (thus satisfy-

ing the need), while another group was not (the need was 

still strongly present). Automatic attitudes toward smok-

ing and smoking - related stimuli (cigarettes, ashtray, and 

matches) were found to be negative in participants without 

the strong need to smoke but positive for those participants 

in whom the need was present. 

 Similar results have been obtained with a different 

measure of automatic attitudes, the sequential priming 

task. Ferguson and Bargh (2004) showed that active goal 

pursuits temporarily cause stimuli (e.g., the letter  C ) to be 

automatically evaluated as positive if they help to attain the 

currently active goal (e.g., find as many letter  C s as pos-

sible in a page of text). Importantly, when the goal task has 

been completed (i.e., the goal is now inactive), the valence 

of that attitude object reverted to its default state. Ferguson 

(2008) has coined the term  evaluative readiness  to refer 

to the tendency of active motivational states to assign 

valences to environmental objects and events on the basis 

of whether they help or hinder the active goal pursuit. 

 Brendl, Markman, and Messner (2003) have demon-

strated a complementary effect: In their studies, activat-

ing a need caused objects unrelated to satisfaction of the 

need to be less positively evaluated than otherwise. Thus, 

the autonomous active goal keeps the individual on track 

toward attainment of the goal by reducing positivity and, 

in turn, strength of approach motivation toward stimuli that 

might distract or divert the individual away from the goal. 

 Goal - driven evaluations are also powerful determi-

nants of our impressions of other people and social groups. 

The warm – cold dimension of interpersonal behavior has 

long been known to be critical in impression formation; the 

presence of  “ warm ”  versus  “ cold ”  in an otherwise  identical 

description of a target individual dramatically alters the 

perceived likability of the individual (Asch, 1946; Kelley, 

1951). Moreover, Fiske and colleagues have shown that 

the warmth dimension and competence are the two basic 

dimensions of all outgroup stereotypes around the world, 

with warmth being the primary of the two (e.g., Fiske, 

Cuddy, Glick,  &  Xu, 2002). Warmth judgments turn out 

to be a function of whether the individual or group is seen 

as not being an obstacle or threat to obtaining one ’ s own 

goals:  “ Outgroups are seen as relatively warm and nice 

to the extent that they do not compete with others ”  (Fiske 

et al., 2002, p. 881), and  “ a primary source of negative affect 

toward out - groups results from perceived incompatibility of 

their goals with in - group goals ”  (Fiske  &  Ruscher, 1993). 

 The active goal ’ s effect on evaluations is so power-

ful that it can modify our feelings toward the significant 

others in our lives. Given the power of the active goal to 

transform the valence of external stimuli to suit the needs 

of the goal pursuit, it may be the case that at least part of 

our positive feelings toward our friends is that they gener-

ally facilitate our important goal pursuits. Such an effect 

has been demonstrated by Fitzsimons and Shah (2008). 

They asked participants to identify a set of friends who 

helped them achieve academically and a set who did not. 

These participants were then nonconsciously primed with 

the achievement goal (or not, in the control condition); the 

achievement - primed participants consequently evaluated 

their academic - helper friends more positively than their non -

 academic - helper friends. Control participants who did not 

have the achievement goal currently active did not exhibit 

the same momentary favoritism for goal - instrumental 

friends. 

 These findings are reminiscent of the successful inter-

vention by Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, and Sherif (1961) 

in the classic Robbers ’  Cave study. Boys attending a 

 summer camp were arbitrarily divided into two groups, 

the Rattlers and the Eagles, each with their own cabin and 

T - shirts. Soon the two groups were warring, raiding the 

other group ’ s cabin and behaving in a generally antago-

nistic manner toward the other group. Sherif et al. (1961) 

restored harmony and friendship at the camp by giving 

both groups a common goal for which everyone ’ s help and 

cooperation was needed. Sharing this goal dramatically 

changed the feelings of the Rattlers and Eagles toward one 

another, making friends out of summerlong enemies.  

  Perception 

 A long - standing research tradition in social psychology 

has established the phenomenon of motivated perceptual 
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 interpretation of events (Bruner, 1957; Hastorf  &  Cantril, 

1954; Kunda, 1990). Motivated biases in perception are so 

commonplace in daily life as to be unremarkable — in sport-

ing events, fans of both teams involved are convinced that 

the referees are against their team (Hastorf  &  Cantril, 1954); 

similarly, the fervently expressed belief of political party 

members on both sides of the aisle is that the media coverage 

of an election is biased against their candidate. Self - protective 

biases operate to transform ego - threatening outcomes (e.g., 

failure on a test) into more palatable versions that exonerate 

oneself and put the blame instead on forces outside personal 

control or responsibility (e.g., Bradley, 1978; Crocker  &  

Park, 2004; Sinclair  &  Kunda, 2000). 

 Motivational states are found to bias perception of 

ambiguous events across a range of domains, always in 

the furtherance of goal pursuit. In the classic study by 

McClelland and Atkinson (1948), for example, participants 

deprived of food (compared with nonhungry participants) 

were more likely to report that briefly presented slides con-

tained objects associated with eating (e.g., plates), when 

in actuality all participants were exposed to blank slides. 

Similarly, participants in an ostensible  “ taste - testing ”  

study by Balcetis and Dunning (2006) were told that the 

computer running the study would determine whether they 

would drink fresh orange juice or an unappealing veggie 

smoothie and would signal this outcome by flashing a letter 

for one drink or a number for the other drink. All partici-

pants were then exposed to an ambiguous cue for 400 ms, 

one that could be interpreted either as the letter  B  or 

the number 13. Participants for whom a letter signaled the 

desirable drink were more likely to report seeing 

the letter  B , whereas those for whom a number signaled the 

desirable drink were more likely to perceive the number 13. 

 Research on evolved goals has shown that an active mat-

ing goal increases the perceived attractiveness of potential 

partners (Maner et al., 2003; Maner, Gailliot,  &  DeWall, 

2007; Neuberg et al., 2004) and even increases the degree of 

arousal perceived in the faces of attractive women (Maner 

et al., 2005). Commitment to a close relationship (the per-

son is motivated to maintain the relationship) produces an 

increase in positive illusions concerning the relationship 

(Lemay  &  Clark, 2008; Murray, Holmes,  &  Griffin, 1996). 

In each of these cases, the goal ’ s effect on perception 

increases the probability of goal attainment, for example 

by keeping the individual in a relationship despite evidence 

that might lead to a breakup if viewed more objectively.  

  Overriding Chronic, Automatic Processes 

 The executive power of the active goal is indicated further 

by its ability to override chronic, automatic encoding ten-

dencies. The principle that the current goal can dominate 

otherwise automatic processes was first proposed by Posner 

and Snyder (1975) and tested in a series of  experiments by 

Neely (1976, 1977). These studies showed that category 

labels such as  “ body ”  and  “ furniture ”  automatically acti-

vated their associated categories and thus primed the cat-

egory members (i.e., names of parts of the body or kinds of 

furniture); in a sequential priming task (prime - target pairs 

on each trial), participants were faster to respond (make 

lexical decisions) to body - part names (e.g., heart and leg) 

when  “ body ”  was the prime compared with  “ furniture ”  

and with types of furniture (e.g., chair and table) when 

 “ furniture ”  was the prime compared with  “ body. ”  Thus, 

the chronic automatic effect of presenting a category label 

is to activate members of that category. 

 However, what if the current state of the world is such 

that the usual rules do not apply? This situation was cap-

tured in the Neely (1977) paradigm by a condition in which 

on 80% of the trials  “ body ”  was followed by names of 

types of furniture (and only 20% by body parts), and  “ fur-

niture ”  was followed by names of parts of the body (and 

only 20% of trials by types of furniture). In this condition, 

the long - term automatic association between category 

label and category members would lead the participant 

astray by activating the wrong set of targets and thereby 

slow responses. This is indeed what occurred in the condi-

tion in which the time gap between prime and target (i.e., 

stimulus onset asynchrony) was too short (250 ms) for a 

strategic, task goal – driven process to guide responses on 

that trial. But in a condition where the stimulus onset asyn-

chrony was long enough to permit a strategic, goal - driven 

response (750 ms), it was found to override the  “ hard-

wired ”  automatic generation of same - category responses. 

That is, participants in this condition actually responded 

faster to the prime - target mismatch trials (e.g.,  “ body ”  to 

 “ table ” ) than the match trials (e.g.,  “ body ”  to  “ heart”). The 

task goal to respond as quickly as possible to the target 

words adapted quickly to the reversed contingencies of 

the situation and caused the normally automatic encoding 

effect to be inhibited, and the novel contingency to become 

(temporarily) automatic. 

 Logan and Zbrodoff (1979) demonstrated the same 

effect in a spatial paradigm in which participants responded 

as quickly as they could on each trial as to whether a pre-

sented target word appeared above versus below a fixa-

tion point on the screen. On some trials the actual words 

 “ above ”  or  “ below ”  were presented, and not surprisingly, 

participants were faster than usual to make the above or 

the below response when the word  “ above ”  appeared 

above the fixation point or the word  “ below ”  appeared below 

the fixation point. (The design of this experiment is concep-

tually identical to the classic Stroop (1935) color - naming 

paradigm, in which naming a presented word ’ s color 

is faster if the presented word is the color name itself, 
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e.g., the word  “ red ”  presented in red.) But what if on 

the majority (80%) of trials the reverse contingency is true: the 

word  “ above ”  appears below the fixation point and the word 

 “ below ”  appears above it? Here again, participants are 

faster to respond  “ above ”  when the word  “ below ”  appears 

above the fixation point than when the word  “ above ”  

appears there, and vice versa. 

 In another demonstration of an active (unconscious) goal 

overriding automatic, habitual responding, Sassenberg and 

Moskowitz (2005) primed a  “ think different ”  goal of gen-

erating creative solutions to a problem. Participants in the 

think - different condition, compared with a control group, 

indeed generated more unusual uses for a given object and 

more uncommon answers in a free - association task instead 

of the habitual or automatically generated ones. In each of 

these studies, the currently active goal (i.e., the explicit task 

goal given to participants by the experimental instructions) 

dominates otherwise automatic, chronic responses if the 

latter interfere with the attainment of the goal. (For more 

on the neural mechanics of how a current task goal over-

rides automatically suggested alternative responses, see 

Cohen, Dunbar,  &  McClelland, 1990.) 

 The principle that the active goal can  temporarily  “ recon-

figure ”  the automatic (immediate, efficient) responses 

made to environmental stimuli, if this helps to attain the 

goal, extends to complex social information process-

ing situations. For example, much evidence points to the 

automatic manner in which other people are encoded or 

categorized in terms of their race, age, and gender (e.g., 

Bargh, 1999; Brewer, 1988). However, if doing so hinders 

the successful completion of the active goal, this does not 

happen. Kurzban, Tooby, and Cosmides (2001, study 2) 

gave participants the explicit goal of coalition detection 

and subsequently presented them with a situation in which 

allied targets were visibly linked by shirt color. The experi-

menters found that participants encoded targets using the 

most useful information current to that context, which in 

this case was target shirt color, not their race (race did not 

designate targets ’  group affiliations). The goal of coalition 

detection overrode the usual automatic encoding of people 

in terms of racial categories, because race was not diagnostic 

of ingroup membership in this context. 

 As described earlier, implementation intentions are 

also examples of the power of the active goal to override 

 habitual, automatic responses. Much research has shown 

implementation intentions to facilitate goal striving even 

when it is threatened by strongly competing habitual 

responses (e.g., Cohen et al., 2008; Gollwitzer  &  Schaal, 

1998; Holland et al., 2006; Lydon et al., 2008). Through the 

formation of strategic implementation intentions, one can 

strategically switch from top - down control of one ’ s actions 

by active goals to bottom - up control by situational cues, 

temporarily creating  “ habit ”  - like behavioral responses that 

aid in goal pursuit instead of threaten it. 

 Moskowitz, Gollwitzer, Wasel, and Schaal (1999) pro-

vided a particularly compelling demonstration of the active 

goal dominating antagonistic automatic processes. In their 

studies, all participants showed evidence of automatic 

stereotype activation on the mere perception of minority 

group features. However, those participants who possessed 

a chronic motivation to treat others in an egalitarian fash-

ion were found to inhibit or shut down the automatically 

activated stereotype almost immediately after it became 

active, such that the stereotype did not influence their per-

ceptions of the minority group members. The active egali-

tarian goal overrode the otherwise automatic tendency to 

categorize people in terms of the group stereotype, because 

such stereotypic treatment would run counter to the active 

goal ’ s aim of thinking about people the same regardless of 

their race, gender, or ethnicity.  

  Temporary Creation of Automatic Processes 

 Treating other people fairly is a positive social goal, but 

in line with the notion that the self comprises many, often 

conflicting goals, people also have strong goals to protect 

their self - esteem. If this self - protective goal is active, for 

example, following a threat to self - esteem (e.g., failure at a 

task), it can instead cause the stereotyping of minority group 

members, even under conditions known to normally 

prevent such stereotyping. In a series of experiments by 

Spencer, Fein, Wolfe, Fong, and Dunn (1998), automatic 

stereotyping effects were shown to be blocked by atten-

tional load (secondary task) manipulation, replicating 

 earlier work by Gilbert and Hixon (1991). The secondary 

task thus created conditions under which it was normally 

difficult for automatic stereotyping of minority group 

members to occur. 

 However, Spencer et al. (1998) then threatened the self -

 esteem of some participants through bogus task - failure 

feedback to trigger a goal of restoring positive self - regard. 

As one common method of restoring self - esteem is to deni-

grate others, especially minority group members, the active 

self - protective goal was expected, and found, to cause 

automatic stereotyping effects to reemerge. Participants 

who had been told they had failed on the task thus showed 

automatic stereotyping effects under conditions known to 

prevent such stereotyping under normal conditions. The 

active goal of restoring positive self - esteem thus created 

automatic effects where none existed without the goal. 

 Lakin, Chartrand, and Arkin (2008) reported a similar 

effect, in which socially excluded individuals subsequently 

become more likely to mimic and imitate interaction  partners. 

The exclusion presumably triggered the need - to - belong goal 

(Baumeister  &  Leary, 1995; Fiske, 2004) and the  mimicry 
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behavior as a means to that end (mimicry has been shown to 

increase bonding and liking among individuals; Chartrand  &  

Bargh, 1999), without the participant ’ s awareness of either 

the mimicry behavior or the reason for it. 

 The original demonstration of such  “ strategic auto-

maticity ”  was the research on implementation intentions 

(Gollwitzer  &  Brandst ä tter, 1997), in which an active goal 

creates temporarily automatic processes in service of the 

goal pursuit. Forming implementation intentions turns 

top - down conscious control into bottom - up automatic or 

unconscious control by the situational cues specified in the 

 “ if ”  component of an if – then implementation intention.  

  Completed Goals Turn Off Regardless 
of the Individual ’ s Best Interests 

 It has been argued here that the operation of the active goal 

is autonomous from the interests and values of the indi-

vidual person or agentic self. Another class of motivational 

phenomena consistent with this hypothesis is the goal 

turnoff effect: Once a goal pursuit attempt is completed, 

the goal deactivates (e.g., Atkinson  &  Birch, 1970; Lewin, 

1926) and then inhibits the mental representations used to 

attain the goal (F ö rster et al., 2005; Liberman, F oe rster, 

et al., 2007). In the case of unconscious goal pursuit, it is 

clear that the deactivation of the goal must occur indepen-

dently of conscious intention and awareness (because the 

individual was not even aware the goal was active). Thus, 

several studies have found that once an unconscious goal 

is satisfied, its influence on cognition and behavior disap-

pears (e.g., Kawada et al., 2004). 

 The same goal turnoff effect occurs for conscious 

goals — even for positively valued, prosocial goals such as 

helping another person (Bargh et al., 2008, study 3). The 

goal turnoff effect is part of the autonomous operation of 

the active goal and is not under the individual ’ s (or self ’ s) 

awareness and control; this can be seen most clearly in 

studies where an unequivocally positive goal deactivates 

after fulfillment, actually inhibiting the individual from 

continuing to behave in this positive fashion. A dramatic 

example of this phenomenon is found in recent research on 

 “ moral credentials. ”  

 Monin and Miller (2001) found that participants who 

were given the opportunity to disagree with blatantly  sexist 

comments (thus fulfilling their goal to be egalitarian and 

nonsexist) were later more willing (compared with a control 

condition) to recommend a man over a woman for a stereo-

typically male job. According to the authors, after partici-

pants had been allowed to establish their moral credentials 

in the first part of the experiment, they stopped pursuing this 

goal in a subsequent part. Thus, after the egalitarian goal was 

fulfilled, it shut off, leaving  “ host ”  individuals vulnerable to 

behaving in a manner contrary to their egalitarian values. 

 The  “ Macbeth effect ”  (Zhong  &  Liljenquist, 2006) 

provides another illustration of the goal - completion 

effect running against the individual ’ s presumed values 

and behavioral intentions. In this study, participants were 

induced to consider performing some unethical behaviors 

and were then given a choice among several small gifts for 

taking part in the study. Compared with a control condition, 

these participants were more likely to choose a package of 

antiseptic tissue wipes than other items. Most importantly, 

those who were given an opportunity to wash their hands 

after contemplating the unethical behavior subsequently 

were less likely to help a stranger. Considering an  unethical 

act thus triggered the participants ’  goal to cleanse them-

selves in any way possible (i.e., morally or physically), 

and satisfying that goal by washing of the hands (physical 

cleansing) turned off the goal and made it less likely they 

would engage in ethical behavior (moral cleansing). 

 When morally threatened participants washed their 

hands, the selfish goal was fulfilled — and therefore no 

longer on the lookout for opportunities to restore its host ’ s 

moral self. Consequently, morally restored participants 

were more likely to decline helping a person in need. Once 

again, as with the moral - credentialing effect, the effect of 

completion of the cleansing goal runs counter to the pre-

sumed conscious intentions of the individual. As one of 

the Macbeth - effect study ’ s authors asked rhetorically in an 

online interview,  “ Do you really want your past sins to be 

easily washed away, which discourages you from engaging 

in ethical behaviors to help others? ”  (Hirshon, 2006, p. 1). 

 In Bargh et al. (2008), study 3, in which the conscious 

goal to help one ’ s experimental - task partner carried over 

to helping strangers who interrupted the experiment, a 

condition was included in which the conscious helping 

goal was completed before any further requests for help. 

Because it had been completed, the helping goal  “ turned 

off, ”  so in this condition the participant no longer tended 

to help those who asked for it. Completing the pursuit of 

the helping goal caused the individual to subsequently 

become less likely to help others in need — less prosocial 

and  altruistic — a tendency running against the likely self -

 concepts of the participants that they are helpful to those 

in need. 

 In summary, traditional models of motivation in which 

a conscious, agentic self is posited to be the ultimate con-

troller of individual human behavior need to take into 

account the accumulating evidence to the contrary. For one 

thing, conscious intentions and awareness are not neces-

sary to put motives and goals into operation or to guide 

them to completion. For another, once activated, these 

goals operate to produce the same outcomes and with 

the same signature set of phenomenal qualities as when 

consciously pursued. Third, all goals, whether consciously 
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or  unconsciously pursued, operate autonomously from 

 control by the individual person or self — they operate on 

all relevant information in the environment, even on target 

people or events for which their operation is unintended by 

the individual and might produce unwanted consequences. 

As part of their operation, they turn off after completion 

even if this causes the individual to be less likely during 

that time to act in line with important (e.g., prosocial and 

egalitarian) self - values. 

 The evidence thus points to the existence of uncon-

scious motivational structures that guided human behav-

ior before the development of conscious psychological 

processes (Bargh  &  Huang, 2009; Bargh  &  Morsella, 

2009). The striking similarities observed in the outcomes 

and qualities of unconscious versus conscious goal pursuit 

suggest that the later - developing conscious route to goal 

pursuit used preexisting unconscious motivational pro-

cesses and structures. Moreover, this approach to human 

motivation in which unconscious, not conscious, processes 

are given primacy of place fits well with the long - term 

perspective of evolutionary biology, in which unconscious 

processes capably and adaptively drive the behavior of 

all living organisms (e.g., Mayr, 1976). It is a strength 

of the unconscious - primacy viewpoint that it is in harmony 

with research and evidence in the other natural sciences, as 

opposed to existing in anomalous detachment. 

 The other important themes emerging from the research 

on unconscious motivation are the autonomy of active 

goal operation and the power of the active goal to trans-

form cognitive and affective processes — even habitual and 

automatic ones — in the furtherance of the goal pursuit. 

Autonomy of operation appears to be yet another feature of 

goal pursuit that characterizes both conscious and uncon-

scious goal pursuit: active goals operate independently to 

pursue their own agendas and thus can produce outcomes 

that are unintended and even unwanted at the level of the 

individual person (hence the notion of the  “ selfish goal ” ; 

Bargh  &  Huang, 2009). Moreover, while in operation the 

goal has great power over other psychological systems 

such as evaluation and perceptual interpretation, driv-

ing the outcomes of these processes toward those helpful 

to the goal pursuit; this power appears to be so strong that 

otherwise automatic (immediate, efficient) effects (e.g., 

stereotype activation) can be prevented from occurring 

and normally nonautomatic effects can be made to operate 

automatically. 

 It must be stressed that the notion of the  “ selfish goal ”  

in no way implies  “ selfishness ”  at the level of the indi-

vidual person, mainly because the individual or self is 

composed of many goals — self - interested ones to be 

sure, but also prosocial and morally principled ones (e.g., 

Mansbridge, 1990; Miller, 1999). Prosocial goals such as 

cooperation, helping, and putting the welfare of others over 

one ’ s own have been shown to operate automatically and 

unconsciously, testifying to their innate or well -  practiced 

nature (see Bargh et al., 2001, study 2; Chen et al., 2001; 

Tomasello et al., 2005). Because selfishness means put-

ting one ’ s own welfare and needs above those of other 

people (Elster, 1990; Jencks, 1990), unconsciously operat-

ing goals for cooperation and for ensuring the welfare of 

another person (see Clark  &  Mills, 1993) show that  “ self-

ish ”  goals (in terms of their single - minded pursuit of their 

own agendas) do not necessarily produce  “ selfish ”  indi-

viduals (in terms of pursuing outcomes that benefit others 

more than oneself). 

 That goals can be selfish without making their host indi-

viduals behave selfishly is a nice thought on which to end 

this section, because it shows yet again that the active goal is 

the unit of autonomous behavior control, not the  individual 

human (or self) — just as Dawkins (1976) and others had 

shown earlier that the gene is the unit of natural selec-

tion, not the individual organism. The active goal pursues 

its agenda regardless of whether this fits the agenda of its 

individual host, just as selfish genes pursue their own 

propagation whether or not this is good for their host 

organisms.    

  SUMMARY 

 These are halcyon days for the scientific study of human 

motivation. Research under the traditional model, in which 

the individual consciously sets goals to attain, commits 

to, and then strives for them, is flourishing. Important 

advances have been made in our knowledge of effective 

ways to set goals, such as mental contrasting, in which the 

individual ’ s present circumstances (e.g., obesity) are con-

trasted with a future state (e.g., a healthy, trim physique) 

that the person desires to attain. Goal - striving research has 

focused on effective ways to overcome problems such as 

getting started; implementation intentions in which 

the individual forms a concrete if – then plan to carry out the 

desired action have been shown to be quite effective in 

this regard. Other threats to successful goal striving have 

received research attention as well, such as knowing when 

to disengage from a fruitless goal pursuit, ego depletion 

effects (self - control as a limited resource), and overcoming 

short - term temptations for the greater long - term good. 

 This ongoing research on conscious goal pursuit has 

been complemented by an increasing focus on the uncon-

scious mode of goal pursuit, in which goal representations 

become activated automatically by relevant environmental 

stimuli and then operate, without conscious guidance or 

awareness, over extended periods to guide cognition, affect, 
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and behavior toward the desired end - state. This research 

has led to the conclusion, in line with dominant models 

in evolutionary biology, that unconscious motivational 

structures existed before the emergence, over evolution-

ary periods, of conscious forms of thought and information 

processing and that the conscious mode of goal pursuit 

likely uses those preexisting processes and structures. This 

is shown by the high degree of similarity recent research 

has found between conscious and unconscious modes of 

goal pursuit in the outcomes they produce, the phenomenal 

or experiential qualities associated with the goal pursuit, 

and the brain regions supporting them. 

 Taken together, the two lines of research have advanced 

our knowledge of human motivation not only by  revealing 

a unifying single (or at least highly similar) mechanism 

underlying both conscious and unconscious goal pursuit but 

also by pointing to what is perhaps the key functional dif-

ference between conscious and unconscious thought. It is 

clear from the different focuses and agendas of the research 

on conscious versus unconscious motivation that the former 

has been concerned mainly with planning — the creation, 

establishment, and maintenance of new set goals, with top-

ics such as how new goals are chosen, how one becomes 

committed to them, and how one overcomes obstacles and 

difficulties in their way. The research on unconscious goal 

pursuit, on the other hand, has focused on existing goal rep-

resentations and how they are capable of operating  outside 

of conscious knowledge and guidance. 

 Planning, after all, still seems to be a uniquely human 

activity — some have argued that it is  the  ability that distin-

guishes us from all other species, including our closest pri-

mate neighbors (e.g., Byrne  &  Bates, 2007; among other 

candidates being actively debated are theory of mind capa-

bilities and an innate cooperation motive; see Tomasello 

et al., 2005). Such mental time travel appears to be the spe-

cial domain of conscious thought, giving us the ability to 

escape or transcend our immediate present circumstances 

by planning for the future or remembering the past (Bargh, 

1997). Unconscious processes make this time travel pos-

sible by keeping the individual adaptively in touch with 

the present,  “ minding the store ”  while consciousness is 

away, thanks to the various unconscious behavioral guid-

ance systems as discovered by social cognition research 

over the past quarter century.      
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