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Goals and traits are two distinct types of mental representations that can be activated by environmental cues and have nonconscious

effects on behavior. Although these constructs are known to have divergent behavioral consequences, the literature does not provide

any prediction about when the same prime will lead to goal activation and when it will lead to trait activation. The present research

develops the activation-striving model, according to which self-discrepant primes activate goals, leading to temporally-escalating

behavioral effect, whereas self-consistent primes activate traits, leading to temporally-diminishing effects. These predictions are

supported in two studies.
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Environmental cues can have nonconscious effects on behavior through activation of either goal or non-goal representations.
According to the automaticity literature, goal activation has behavioral effects that increase over time until the goal is fulfilled (Bargh et
al 2001). Conversely, priming of associational, non-goal constructs such as traits and stereotypes leads to behavioral effects that tend to
diminish over time, as the impact of the prime fades out (Bargh 1997).

Despite this crucial distinction, the question when exactly the same environmental cue activates a goal and when it activates a non-
goal, such as a trait, has remained a mystery. The literature has by and large compromised for ex-post indicators: namely, if behavioral
effects of priming persist and manifest after a delay then the activated construct was a goal, but if the effects dissipate quickly then the
activated construct was a trait (e.g., Chartrand et al, forthcoming).

Furthermore, studies often feature surprisingly similar priming manipulations that seem to lead to stereotype activation in some cases
and to goal activation in other cases. For example, unscrambling words related to rudeness led to trait activation in Bargh et al (1996),
but unscrambling words related to frugality led to goal activation in Chartrand et al (forthcoming). The growing recognition that
nonconscious effects play a significant role in consumers’ daily experiences (e.g., Dijksterhuis et al 2005) renders this theoretical
shortcoming especially disturbing.

The present research directly addresses this deficiency by exploring the antecedents of goal vs. non-goal activation, leading to
temporally-escalating vs. temporally-diminishing behavioral effects, respectively. We propose a theoretical framework, the activation-
striving model, which integrates the distinctive features of goal and non-goal activation processes and leads to testable hypotheses about
the motivational and attentional antecedents that moderate the activation of goals vs. traits.

The activation-striving model hinges on the notion of self-discrepancies (Higgins 1989, Custers and Aarts 2005), namely, the
perceived discrepancy between the activated concept and one’s actual state. Recent findings (Custers and Aarts 2005, 2007), suggest that
such self-discrepancy is necessary for the activation of the motivational drive associated with goal pursuit. According to the activation-
striving model, a self-consistent prime is likely to lead to stronger initial activation of associated constructs because it is consistent with
one’s self-schema (Markus 1977), which acts as a perceptual filter. On the other hand, a self-consistent prime is less likely to lead to goal
activation, resulting in initially-strong but temporally-diminishing effects. Conversely, because self-inconsistent primes by definition do
not match self-schemata, their initial activation is weaker than that of self-consistent primes. However, a self-inconsistent prime is more
likely to instigate motivational striving and lead to temporally-escalating effects.

The activation-striving model thus captures the tradeoff between strong initial activation without motivational striving, resulting in
temporally-diminishing effects, and weaker initial activation with motivational striving, resulting in temporally-escalating effects.

STUDY 1 examined the effect of match vs. mismatch between specific attributes and people’s respective self-perceptions, on the
pattern of activation. 120 participants were asked to reflect on their own behavior when buying consumer electronics and to rate
themselves, on a 1-7 scale, as either frugality-oriented or luxury-oriented in that domain. Following an unrelated filler task, they were asked
to complete a word recognition task in which they were briefly exposed to words related either to frugality or to luxury. Thus, each
participant was exposed either to a self-consistent prime or to a self-inconsistent prime. Finally, half the participants were immediately
asked to choose between luxurious and frugal brands of sound systems. The other half first completed a neutral 5-minute delay task and
only then was asked to choose between the luxurious and frugal brands.
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Consistent with the activation-striving model, participants were more likely to choose the prime-consistent option after a delay
(reflecting a goal activation pattern) when the prime was inconsistent with their self-rating (p<.046). Conversely, participants were more
likely to choose the prime-consistent option without a delay (reflecting a trait activation pattern) when the prime was consistent with their
self-rating (p<.042).

STUDY 2 constituted a conceptual replication of study 1. However, instead of measuring self-ratings on specific attributes, in this
study we measured people’s chronic regulatory orientation (prevention vs. promotion). In a pretest, 227 participants rated frugality as
consistent with the values one is ought or obliged to have (i.e., prevention-consistent) and luxury as consistent with the values one hopes
or aspires to have (i.e., promotion-consistent). Regulatory focus thus serves as a proxy, in this study, for personal orientation on the
frugality-luxury continuum.

In the study, we examined the effect of congruence between prime and regulatory-focus on goal vs. trait activation using a 2
(congruence: congruent vs. incongruent) x 2 (measurement: immediate vs. delayed) design. 96 participants completed a selves-
questionnaire (Higgins 1987), which provides a measure of people’s regulatory orientation (prevention vs. promotion). Following an
unrelated filler task, they were asked to complete a sentence-unscrambling task in which they were primed with words related either to
frugality (prevention) or to prestige (promotion). Thus, each participant was assigned a binary prime-regulatory focus congruence score.
Finally, participants in the immediate condition were asked to choose between prestigious and frugal brands of socks. Participants in the
delayed condition were first asked to complete a neutral 5-minute filler task and then asked to choose between the prestigious and frugal
socks.

Consistent with the activation-striving model, participants were significantly more likely to choose the prime-consistent option after
a delay (thus reflecting a goal activation pattern) when the prime was incongruent with their chronic regulatory orientation (p<.038).
Conversely, participants were significantly more likely to choose the prime-consistent option without a delay (thus reflecting a trait
activation pattern) when the prime was congruent with their chronic regulatory focus (p<.048). Regulatory focus did not interact with the
other predictors (see graph).

Taken together, these studies support the activation-striving model, which fills a crucial gap in understanding why subtle
environmental cues can sometimes lead to such theoretically and behaviorally divergent effects.
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FIGURE
Prime-consistent choice as a function of delay and prime-reg. focus congruence


