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ChapIGr lifteen
Goal Setting and Goal Striuing

Eaüfiele 0ettingen and Peter il. Goüwirer

in rhis chaprer we focus on rhe determinanrs and processes o[ goal emergence and goal
implementarion. V'e first address personal and situacional variables leading to the forma-
tion of behaviorai goals and whar kind of psychological processes help or hinder goal sec-
ring. In rhe second parr of the chaprer, n'e discuss how ser goals o[ different qualiries
predicc goal arrainmenr and rvhich self-regulatory stracegies help successful goal scriving.
Goal effecrs on cognirion are discussed as possible mediators of the goal-behavior l ink.

The History of the Goal Concept

Behavioriscs recognize goai-directed behavior by irs features. Goal-direcred behat' io r is per-
sisrenr. A hungry rar persisrs in searching a maze unti l the pellets are reached (ToIman,

192r. Goal-direcc:d behavio r is eppropriare. \Yhen one pach is biocked, another parh co
rhe same goal is raken, or i[rhe goal moves, the organism readilv follotus it. Finallv, goal-
direcred organisms sarr;earclt ingrvhen exposed ro scimuli associaced w'ith rhe goal.

A behaviorisc's scacemenc rhac a cerrain piece of food is a goal f lor the hungrl 'organism
means ( i )  rhar rhe [ood qual i f ies as an incenr ive for  rhe organism, and (2) thac the re-
searcher has chosen io describe rhe behavior of rhe organism relacive co rhe food scimulus
rarher than relarive ro anv orhe r objecr or e!'ent. Skinner (19t3) reflerred co goal-directedness
as a shorrhand descr ipcion o[behavior resuking from some kind oI  operant condi t ioning.

Thus in rhe behaviorisc rradirion, che reference poinc for goal-directc'd beh,ruior is noc the
intencion or che goal  sec bv che organism i tselF.

In conrrasi, rhe reflerence poinc of modern goal theories is the inrernal subjective goal.
Goal-direcred behavior relers co goals held by rhe individual (e.g. a person s goal co srop
smoking serv'es as rhe reflerence poinr [or his or her eFForts to achieve chis goal). Research
quescions focus on ho*'and in rvhar Form goals are ser and horv goal setting afFecrs behavior.



310 Ga[triele Oerctngen and Peter tV[. Gollwiuer

'[he 
behaviorisc distinctions benveen needs (morives), incencives, and goal-direcred behavior

are, horv'ever, sri l l  Present in modern goal rheories rvhich consider nJ.ds (e.g. rhe need For
approval) as forces rhar narrorv dorvn classes oF incencives (e.g. being populr. or acconr-
plished), and see behavioral goals in rhe service of chese incenrives.-For example, Geen
(199t) defined an incentive as a desired ourcome char subsumes several lorver order goals.
Incentives (e.g. being popular or accomptished) are considered co be a produ., o[ J p.r-
son's need (i.e. che need for social approval) and rhe perceived siruarional opportuniries
(i.e. rhe Person s friends or scientif ic communiry, respecrivel;-). Inrencions co arcain popu-
lariry or ro accomplish oursranding sciencific achievemenrs are undersrood as higher'order
goals served by many lorver order behavioral goals (e.g. intending ro use rhe rveekend ro
visir friends or ro rvrice an ourstanding scientif ic article, respectiuely).

The modern Perspeccive oF analping goal-direcred behaviors in relarion to subjecrive
goals has its own Precursors: Vilt iam James and Will iam lv{cDougall in America, and
Narziß Ach and Kurr Lervin in Europe. In his Principles of Psychotog' (1890/19i0) James
held char behavior can be regulated by resolurions (i.e. incencions, sublecriue goals), even
chough this may be difficult ar times. Horvever, if cerrain preliminaries are fulfilled, behavior
specified in resolutions comes rrue. McDougall (1908/1931) posrulaced rhar goals guide
behavior through cognitive activiw thac pertains co rhe analysis oFche presen( sicuacion and
rhe intended goal. Progress towards, and rhe arrainmenc of, the eoal , ie seen as pleasurable
and chrvarring and failing as painful.

In Europe, the sciencific debare on goal srriving rvas dominared by conrroversy benveen
Ach and Lewin- Ach ( 1935) assumed,hr, rn.nr.l l inls bem'een an ancicipared siruacion and
an intended behavior create rvhar he called a dererminacion, rvhich urges rhe person ro iniri-
ace the intended action when the specified sicuacion is encounrered. The sr.eng,h of a derer-
minacion should depend on how concrerely rhe ancicipared siruacion is specified and on rhe
inrensirv of che inrenrion. Determinarion rvas seen as direcclr- elicicing rhe behauior rvichour
conscious inrenr. Lervin (1926) crit ically'referred ro Ach's ideas as a "[inkage 

rheon.o[inre n-
cion" and proposed a need theory o[inrenrion. Goals (incenrions), l ike needs, are assumed co
assign a Valence (Atffirderungscharahter) co objecrs and evenrs in one's surroundings. Similar
co basic.needs (e.g. hunger) rvhich can be sacisfied by a variery o[behaviors (e.g. eacing fiuir,
vegecables, or bread), the quasi-needs associared rvirh incenrions (e.g. co be popular) Äay be
sarisfied bv various behaviors (e.g. inviring one's friends Fo, , p.rry, buyinj birrhdav git,ry
The tension associared rvith rhe quasi-need decermines rhe iniensiry of g*t srriving. This
tension depends on the screngrh of relevanc real needs (i.e. superordinace drives o, g.n.rrl
life goals) and horv srronglv these are relared co rhe quasi-need. Lervin's rension-sraie mera-
phor accounrs for rhe flexibil iry of goal srriving.

Many of the ideas on goal-direcred behaviors as presented by James, lv{cDougall, Ach,
Lervin, and the behavioriscs, have been absorbed inio modern goal rheories, ,uheieby goal
implemenration has received much more rheorecical and .*l ir ical atrencion rhan ioal
se ning. Karoly ( 1993, P.27) states that "the 

srudy of goals as dependenc variables remains
inftequenc" and Carve r & Scheier (1999) conclude rhac "ihe 

quesrion oIrvhere goals come
[rom and horv thev are synthesized is one rhar has nor bee n ,ue[l explored." Ve rvil l  srarr,
chen, rvith the question of ruhac factors decermine goal selection and rvhich psy,chological
processes promore goal secring.
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Goal Setting

Deterninanr of goal tening

signed goals Goals are often assigned by others (e.g. employers, reachers, parencs). ItAs
matters rvho assigns goals ro lvhom, and how rhe persuasive message is framed. Relevanr
variables may include acrributes of the source, rhe recipienr, and rhe message (lu{cGuire ,
1969). Locke & Latham (1990) report rhat source variables, such as legirimacy and crusr-
rvorrhiness, play an imporranr role in rhe rransFormacion oF an assigned goal inco a per-
sonal goal. For recipiencs oF such assignmenrs, perceprion o[ rhe goal as desirable and
feasible, personal redefinit ion of rhe goal, and inregrarion wich orher exisring goals are
imporranc (Cantor & Fleeson,'1994). Finally, relevanc message variables may be che dis-
crePancv benveen the suggesced goal and the recipienr's respecrive currenc goal (e.g. rvhen
a ven'lorvcalorie diec is suggesred to a person rvirh a moderate diering goal), and rvherher
Fear appeals are used (e.g. informarion on rhe dramaric medical consequences of healch-
damaging behavior is proi ' ided). Effecrive sellers oFgoals musc also consider the processing
abil in and motivacion o[ the recipienr as a moderaror oF the effecc oF source, recipienc,
and message variables on accepring assigned goals as personal goals (Pecn' & Cacioppo,
1986 ;  Cha iken ,  1987) .

Self-ser goal; Goals do noc need ro be assigned, as people also sei goals on rheir orr-n. SelF-
sec goals, hort3,rgE, are oiren inf luenced by ochers, for example, rvhen goals are conjoinrly
ser (e.q. in part icipacive decision making and employee invoh'emenr; Wilperc, 1994), or
w'hen qoals are adopred i iom highly respecred models (e.g. adopcing srandards fbr selF-
rervard: Mischel & Liebert. 1966). Cantor & Fleeson (1994) poinr ouc rhac social conrexr
cues '  such as normar ive expecrac ions oFrhe soc ia l  communin,  a lso in f luence goal  se lec-
r i on .

The pe rsonal accributes chat most strongly derermine goal choice are perceived desirabil-
irv and feasibit iry. People prefer co choose goals thac are desirable and feasible (Ajzen,
l98 j ;  Heckhausen,  l99 l ;Gol l rv i rzer ,  1990;  Locke & Larham, 1990) .  Desi rab i l in ' is  de-
cermined by rhe escimared artracriveness oi l ikelv shorc-reim and long-rerm consequences
oFgoal attainmenc. Such consequences may perrain co anricipared self-evaluacions, evalua-
rions bv signif icant others, progress toward some higher order goal, excernal rervards oF
having acrained the goal, and the joylpain associared rvirh moving rorvards che goal
(Heckhausen, 1977). Feasibi l iry depends upon people's judgmenrs oFrheir capabil ir ies ro
perfbrm relevanc goal-directed behaviors ( i .e. self-eff icacv expectacions; Bandu ra, 1997),
the i r  be l ie I  thac rhese goal -d i rected behaviors wi l l  lead ro rhe desi red ouccome ( i .e .  ouc-
come expectat ions;  Bandura,1997) ,  or  the judged l ike l ihood of  acra in ing che desi red our-
come ( i .e .  genera l ized expecrat ions;  Oetr ingen,  1996)  or  des i red evenrs in  ge nera l  (ge nera l
opt imism; Scheier  & Carv 'er ,  1985) .  The in [ormat ion source for  eFf icacy 'expccrac ions,
outcome expecracions, general ized expectations, and oprimism is pasr experiences: one's
otvn Past performances, the observed performances o[others, received relevanr persuasive
messages, and one's previous physiological responses to challenge (Bandura, 1997). Proper
irssessmenf oFrhe feasibi l irv and desirabil iry of a porenrial goalalso requires seeing che goal
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in relacion to ocher potencial goals. A goal associaced rvich many accracrive consequences
may-  suddenly 'appear  less desi rab le in  l ight  o f  a  superord inace goal ,  or  i r  mighr  seem more
Feasible in connecrion ri ' ich orher, compacible goals (Cantor & Fleeson, 1994; Collnviczer.
1 9 9 0 ) .

Escimared desirabil iq'and feasibil iry decermine rhe choice of a goal's diff iculry level.
Fesringer (1942), in his cheory o[resultanr valence, argued thar people choose goal diff i-
culry levels rvhere rhe resulcanr expecred valence is che highest - this being a mukiplicacive
funcrion of rhe probabil iry oF success or failure and the valence o[ success or failure.
Ackinson's (19i7) risk raking model modified and exrended Festinger's reasoning co make
separare predicrions For individuals with hope for success versus Fear of failure. The larcer
prefer low and high difficulry levels, whereas rhe former choose goals o[medium difliculrv.

Set goals may also differ in orher srrucrural f ieatures (e.g. abstract vs. concrete) and in
conrenr (e.g. marerialisric vs. social incegrarive). People generally preFer to set themseh'es
abscracr goals, and adopr concrere goals only rvhen chey run into problems attaining an
abscracr goal. According ro acr idenrif icarion cheoqy (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987), people
conceive oF rheir actions in racher absrracr rerms (e.g. cleaning the apartmenr) and onlv
drop dorvn ro lorver, concrere levels (e.g. vacuuming the carper) rvhen diff icukies in carn-
ing our che acciviry as consrrued ac the higher [eve[ arise. Some people rypicall i '  think oF
rheir acrions in low-lerrel cerms, rvhereas orhers preFer high-level identif icacions (Vallacher

& Vegner, 1989). This general preference for eicher an absrract or a concrece level oF
idenrifring acrions should be reflecred in the choice o[abscract versus concrere goals.

Goals can be lramed rvich a posirive or negacive ourcome focus (i.e. goals thac focus on
esrablishing and keeping positive ourcomes as compared co avoiding and amelioracing
negarive ourcomes). Higgins (1997) argues rhar people construe their selFeither as an ide'ai
self rhar thev inrrinsicali l '  desire ro be, or as an oughc selF thar they fiel compelled co be.
The former oriencarion ibcuses on promorion, rvhereas the larce r focuses on prevencion.
Parr oI rhe promorion orientarion is a predilecrion For setting goals rvich a posicive ouc-
come focus, rvhereas parr o[ rhe prevencion oriencation is a predilection flor setring goals
r,, ' irh a negarive ourcome focus.

Goals can also be fiamed as performance versus learning goals (Drveck, 1996), also
reFerred ro as perfbrmance versus masrery goals (Ames & Archer, 1988), or ego involve-
menr versus rask involvemenr goals (Nicholls, 1979). Goals in the achievemenr domain,
for example, can eirher fbcus on finding ouc horv capable one is (performance goals) or on
learning horv co carn'our rhe rask (learning goals). Dr,,eck (1996) reports that implicit
rheories on rhe narure o[abil iry derermine che preFerence fbr performance versus learning
goals. IIpeople believe rhac abil iw is f ixed and cannot be easil i 'changed (i.e. hold an entirv
rheory o[abil in), rhey'prefer performance goals. Horvever, if people beliet'e chat abil iry
can be improved b1'learning (i.e. hotd an incremenral theory of abil iry), they preftr learn-
ing goals. Similar implicic rheories concerning rhe maileabil iq'of moral characrer affecr che
seleccion of punicive versus educacional correcrional goals.

The concenc o[sec goals is influenced bv needs, rvishes, and higher order goals. R1'an,

Sheldon, Kasser, & Deci (1996) argue, for example, rhar rhe conrenr of people's go,rls
reflect their nceds. Auionomy, comperence, and social integration needs are expected co
promoce goal serring ibcused on self-realizarion rather rhan materialisric gains. iv{arkus
ck Nurius (1986; O1'serman, chaprer 23, rhis volume) argue that people conceiv'e o[
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chemselves noc onl l ' in  terms oI rvhar  rhev are ( i .e .  che se l t -concePc) ,  bur  a lso rvhac rhev

rvish co become in rhe future ( i .e. the possible sel l).  These possible selves should give peo-

ple ideas on rvhac kind oF personal goals rhey may str ive For.

Once higher order goals are formed (e.g. co become a physician), che' '-  determine rhe

conrenrs oi[oru., ordei goals. The conrents of such 
"Be" 

goals decermine the concents o[

respecrive 
"Do" 

goals which in curn derermine the conrents of respective 
"mocor-control"

go.lr 1c"*er E< Scheier, 1998, p.72; Carver, chapter 14, rhis volume). "8e" goals have

been described by using rerms such as current concerns (Klinger, 1977), self-defining goals

(Vick lund & Gol l rv i rzer ,  1982) ,  personal  pro jects  (L i r t le ,  1983) ,  personal  s t r iv ings

(Emmons, 1996), and (individualized) life rasks (Cantor & Fleeson, 1994). \'fhereas choos-

ing higher order 
"Be" 

goals should be derermined by their perceived desirabil iq'and feasi-

biliqf 1Kling.r, 1977), choosing the respective lorver order 
"Do" goals also depends on rhe

commitmenr to che respective 
"Be" 

goals (Gollrvitzer, 1987).

Processes of goal sefting

Refleoiue prucet;et So far *,e have discussed which variables derermine the choice oFgoals

wirh cerrain srrucrural and rhemacic fearures. Ve norv consider the quesrion oFrvhat tr ig-

gers goal serting. Bandura (1997) sugges$ rhat having successfull."- achieved a set goal stimu-

|",.r-rh. setr ing of en'er more chalienging goals, due ro a person's heighcened sense c[

eflficary rvhich is based on having successfully artained rhe prior goal. Others have poinced

ouc rhat rhe core processes of goal serring involve commirt ing oneselIto achieving a certain

incenrive (Klinger, 1977). Hickhausen & Kuhl (198t) argued that the lorvest degree o[

commirmenr io an incencive is a mere rvish to acrain ir.  A rvish chat is tesced [or Feasibi l iry

becomes a \\ 'anr u,hich carries a higher degree oI commicment. To detelop a ful l  goal

commirmenc ( i .e .  ro  form rhe in ienr ion or  goal  ro  achieve che incent ive) ,  a  fur rher  re [ -

e!.ance check musc be carried our relacing ro necessarv means, opportunit ies, t ime. relarive

impor tance,  and urgencr ' .

In rheir Rubicon model o[acrion phases Heckhausen & Gollrvitzer ( 1987; Heckhausen,

1 9 9 1 ; G o l l r v i t z e r ,  1 9 9 0 )  a s s u m e r h a r p e o p l e e n t e r r a i n m o r e r v i s h e s t h a n t h e v h a v e t i m e o r

opportunir ies ro realize. The refore rhey musr selecr benveen tvishes in order ro accomplish

ar leasr some o[chem. The crireria [or selection are feasibi l iry and desirabil ir" ' .  Wishes rvirh

high teasibi l iw and desirabil in'have the besi chance ro become goals. The rransformarion

o[rvishes inro goals is a resolurion, resulr ing in a [ee[ing oFdetermination ro acc. Through

rhis resolution rhe desired end srare specif ied by rhe rvish becomes an end srate thar the

individual feels commiired co achieve. To carch rhe f lat 'or o[this rransit ion from rvishing

ro rv i l l ing,  rhe meraphor  o[cross ing the Rubicon is  used.
\ \ /hac are rhe pre l iminar ies oF cross ing rhe Rubicon? The model  oF act ion phases

(Col l rv iczer ,  1990;  Heckhausen,  l99 l )s tates chac rhe real izat ion oIa rv ish demands che

complecion oi[our successive tasks: deliberaring benvee n rvishes to selecr appropriare ones

(predecis ion phase) ,  p lanning rhe implemenrar ion oFchosen rv ishes ( i .e .  goals  or  in ten-

rions) ro help ger srarred , 'vir l 'L goal-directed behaviors (preaction phase), monicoring goal-

direcred behaviors ro bring rhem ro a successful ending (action phase), and et 'aluating rvhac

has been achieved as compared ro rvhac was desired to rerminare qoal pursuic or to restart


