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This research examines the dynamics of goal revision by revising Carver and Scheier’s (1981) classic self-regulation model. We

incorporate an additional element, a goal calibrator directed by an S-shaped response function of goal-performance discrepancy,

generating updated goals for future monitoring. Four experiments investigate the specific properties of this calibrator.
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Special SeSSion

Consumer Motivation: When Initial Consumption Influences Subsequent Actions
Stacey Finkelstein, University of Chicago, USA
Ying Zhang, University of Texas at Austin, USA

ExTEndEd AbSTRACTS

“Motivational Consequences of Perceived Velocity in Goal 
Pursuit”

Szu-Chi Huang, University of Texas at Austin, USA
Ying Zhang, University of Texas at Austin, USA

A large body of research has documented that as people 
make progress and move closer to the end point, their motivation 
increases and they exert more effort in the pursuit (Hull 1932; 
Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006). However, because movement 
toward goal attainment is a dynamic process, trying to understand 
the motivational consequences of progress by focusing on the level 
of progress alone would neglect the temporal aspect of movement 
and miss out on the rate of progress, a psychological equivalent 
of velocity (Carver and Scheier 1998). For companies that try to 
encourage repeat purchases, should they design a loyalty program 
that allows consumers to experience a fast or slow rate of progress? 
Should companies use the same point structure to motivate custom-
ers who just joined a loyalty program as the one used to motivate 
those who are getting close to redemption? 

In order to address these questions, we build on the research 
on the dynamics of self-regulation (Fishbach and Dhar 2005), and 
posit that people are concerned about different questions as they 
move from earlier stages to later stages of goal pursuit, and the 
velocity in goal pursuit allows them to make different inferences. 
Specifically, when people start pursuing a goal and the progress 
level is low, the perceived attainability of the goal is relatively low 
and people’s commitment to goal is ambiguous. In this situation, 
individuals’ motivation in further pursuit is determined by whether 
the goal is perceived to be attainable. 

Consumers are less likely to commit to goals that are beyond 
their reach (Bandura 1997). Thus, high (vs. low) perceived velocity 
suggests that one is moving toward the ideal state at a faster rate, and 
signals higher attainability of the goal, thus motivating the person 
to persist in the pursuit. On the other hand, when the progress level 
on the goal is relatively high, people feel more confident about 
achieving the goal (Wood and Bandura 1989). Thus, low (vs. high) 
velocity of goal pursuit suggests that more effort will be needed 
and thus increases one’s motivation in the pursuit. 

Four studies tested present predictions. The first study tested 
the hypothesis in the context of public goal pursuit through conduct-
ing a field study. We launched a campus campaign with the Relief 
Nursery of Central Texas, a social-profit organization dedicated to 
the cause of preventing child abuse, and created different flyers to 
solicit volunteer hours for the organization. The results showed that 
when the progress on volunteer recruitment was low, information 
of high (vs. low) velocity was more motivating and led to higher 
percentage of people willing to volunteer as well as more hours 
people were willing to volunteer for; in contrast, information of 
low (vs. high) velocity was more motivating when the progress on 
recruitment was high.

In Study 2 and Study 3, participants took computer-based 
tasks and were offered the chance to accumulate 700 points to win 
cash rewards. We manipulated participants’ progress and perceived 
velocity by offering them feedback on their performances. In Study 
2, we gave them three extremely difficult questions and measured 
the amount of time participants spent on these questions as the 

indicator of their motivation for the reward. We found that when 
the progress level was low, the participants who thought they were 
gaining points fast (vs. slow) persisted longer in the task, while 
the reverse was true when the progress level on the goal was high.

In Study 3 we asked participants about their perceived attain-
ability of the goal and their concern about reducing the discrepancy, 
in addition to their persistence in trying to reach the goal. We found 
that low (vs. high) speed led to lower perceived attainability of the 
goal when the progress was low, but not when the progress was 
high. Also, we found that low (vs. high) speed led to higher concern 
about closing the gap when the progress was high, but not when 
the progress was low. In addition, when the progress on the goal 
was low, perceived attainability of the goal significantly predicted 
one’s persistence, but when the progress was high, the concern for 
reducing the gap predicted their motivation for the pursuit.

In Study 4, we collaborated with a local coffee shop and 
distributed two versions of loyalty cards to their customers: the 
“uniform velocity” card that allowed customers to get a fixed number 
of points for purchases made at all stages of the program, and the 
“variable velocity” card that allowed customers to accumulate points 
at a faster rate at the initial stage of the program and at a slower 
rate when they approached the redemption point. We found that, 
compared with the uniform velocity program, the variable velocity 
program effectively enhanced customers’ motivation for redemption 
and increased their purchase frequency at the shop. 

“Exposure to Healthy Food Increases the Appetite”
Stacey Finkelstein, University of Chicago, USA
Ayelet Fishbach, University of Chicago, USA

Consumers often experience a conflict between the health goal 
and the motive to satisfy their appetite (Geyskens et al. 2008; Her-
man & Polivy 1975; Scott et al. 2008; Vohs & Faber, 2008). Further, 
consumers generally believe that healthy food is less fulfilling than 
unhealthy alternatives, further increasing this conflict (Chandon & 
Wansink, 2007; Raghunathan, Naylor, and Hoyer, 2006). 

To explore this conflict, we use a goal analysis (Kruglanski et al. 
2002). In particular, we draw on research on the Dynamics of Self-
Regulation (Fishbach and Dhar, 2005), which suggests that whether 
consumers infer commitment to their goals (versus progress towards 
their goal) influences the course of self-regulation over time. While 
an experience of commitment encourages goal-congruent actions 
due to an increased sense that the goal is valuable and attainable, 
an experience of progress on one goal will result in relaxing one’s 
effort and moving away to another, competing motivation, which 
is presumably somewhat neglected. 

In 3 studies, we test whether exposure to healthy food cues 
increases the strength of the motive to satisfy one’s appetite as 
manifested by a stronger hunger experience and increased food 
consumption. This effect is driven by a perception of progress 
towards a person’s goal of being a healthy individual as a result of 
exposure to healthy food cues. Consequently, consumers feels that 
the competing motivation of satisfying their hunger was neglected 
and increase food consumption. Further, we propose that this effect 
is stronger for less committed individuals who are more likely to 
infer progress on the health goal without an increase in commit-
ment to the health goal. 
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Three studies manipulate exposure to healthy products and 
product labels (versus tasty products or regular product labels) and 
show a boost in experienced hunger, perceived progress towards 
the health goal, and actual food consumption as well as moderation 
by importance of watching one’s weight. In study 1, we measured 
participants’ experience of hunger over time. First, participants rated 
their hunger at the present moment. After, they tasted a sample of a 
protein bar that was either described as healthy or tasty or they did 
not taste a sample (control condition). After sampling and complet-
ing a distracter task (sampling conditions) or just completing the 
distracter task (control condition), participants rated their hunger a 
second time. In support of our hypothesis, those who sampled the 
item framed as healthy grew hungrier over time while those who 
did not taste a sample showed no difference in hunger and those 
who tasted the item framed as tasty were less hungry after sampling.

In study 2, we explored whether merely viewing low-fat food 
(e.g., fat-free cheese) versus regular (e.g., regular cheese) labels 
would lead participants to infer they have made progress towards 
their health goal. Consequently, after viewing low-fat labels, people 
should consume more of a neutral snack to satisfy their hunger. As 
predicted, participants who viewed low-fat labels reported having 
made more progress towards their health goal, thus activating the 
conflicting measure to satisfy their appetite as measured by an 
increase in consumption.

Clearly, there are individual differences in importance of 
weight-watching. For consumers who are less concerned with 
watching their weight, viewing low-fat labels leads to (often il-
lusionary) progress towards one’s health goal. However, for those 
whom weight-watching is a high priority, viewing low-fat labels and 
seeing that these items are pervasive in one’s environment reflects 
that the items are common as well as that one searches for these 
items. Study 3 tests these predictions. Participants were exposed 
to either low-fat or regular labels and given a chance to consume a 
snack that was unrelated to the initial exposure during a presumably 
unrelated task. After completing this task, participants also rated how 
important it was for them to watch their weight using items from 
the restrained eater’s scale (Polivy & Herman, 1975). We find that 
those who are less concerned with watching their weight consume 
more of a neutral snack when they view low-fat versus regular 
labels. However, those who were highly concerned with watching 
their weight, viewing low-fat labels did not increase consumption 
compared to those who viewed regular labels. 

These findings have implications for marketers who use sam-
pling to promote their product, especially in the food categories 
(e.g., Wadhwa, Shiv, and Nowlis, 2008). The drawback in giving 
away samples is that these samples can potentially make consum-
ers feel less hungry and therefore reduce subsequent purchases and 
consumption. For example, grocery shoppers might satisfy their 
hunger with food samples and subsequently buy less food in the 
store. As the above findings suggest, one factor that influences the 
direction of impact is the perceived healthfulness of the sample. 

“Too Much of A different Thing? The (de)motivating effects 
of Variety on Goal Pursuit.”

Jordan Etkin, University of Maryland, USA
Rebecca Ratner,University of Maryland, USA

In the course of goal pursuit, consumers must make a series 
of choices about the products they use to help them maximize their 
likelihood of goal attainment. These chosen products, or means 
of goal attainment, will likely vary in many ways. How might 
the variety among chosen means affect subsequent motivation to 
pursue the goal?

The tendency for consumers to seek variety and change in 
choice over time has been construed as a goal-directed phenomenon 
(Ariely and Levav 2000; Kahn and Ratner 2005; Ratner, Kahn, and 
Kahneman 1999). Indeed, previous research has explored some 
of the inferences consumers make based on the perceived variety 
among products (Berger et al. 2007). Interpreting this finding from 
a goal systems perspective, if consumers make inferences about the 
“focus” of the means to their goal based on the relative similarity 
of the products that they choose, then this inference of “focus” may 
transfer from the products themselves to their associated goal. As 
a result, consumers may perceive themselves as more focused on 
a particular goal when they choose similar (vs. dissimilar) means 
of goal attainment, consequently affecting their motivation to 
pursue that goal.

We propose that the similarity of means chosen in the course 
of goal pursuit will affect subsequent motivation to pursue the 
goal, due to the inferences of focus on goal pursuit that consumers 
draw from the focus of the means set. Further, we propose that the 
amount of progress consumers feel that they have made towards 
attaining their goal will moderate the effect of means similarity on 
motivation, such that similar (vs. dissimilar) means will increase 
motivation when people feel that they have made high progress 
toward their goal. 

Three studies were conducted to test these predictions. Each 
study used fitness goals as the target goal and followed the same 
basic procedure. All participants were shown a series of protein 
supplements and were asked to choose the three that they would 
most like to try after their next three workouts. Perceived goal 
progress was either measured or manipulated, followed by the 
key dependent measures of interest (motivation, perceived focus, 
etc.). In study 1, means similarity was manipulated by varying the 
set of protein supplements between participants, such that half of 
participants saw a set of six PowerBar protein bars (similar set) 
and half saw a set of six assorted protein supplements, such as a 
protein powder, a protein bar, etc. (dissimilar set). Participants were 
either surveyed before beginning a workout (low progress) or after 
finishing a workout (high progress). In study 2, all participants saw 
the same set of PowerBar protein supplements and means similarity 
was manipulated in a separate priming task, holding actual similarity 
constant; perceived progress was measured across participants and 
treated as a continuous variable in subsequent analyses. In study 
3, means similarity was manipulated as in study 1 and perceived 
goal progress was manipulated in a separate priming task, holding 
actual progress constant.

Across all studies we found consistent support for our pre-
dictions: means similarity had a systematic affect on motivation 
to pursue the associated goal. Specifically, choosing from a set of 
similar (vs. dissimilar) means to a goal increased motivation, but 
only when consumers inferred that they had made high progress 
toward their goal. Further, in all three studies the effect of means 
similarity on motivation was mediated by perceived focus on goal 
pursuit in the high progress condition. These results persisted 
regardless of how means similarity was manipulated and whether 
perceived goal progress was measured or manipulated separately. 

This research demonstrates that in addition to motivation 
affecting the amount variety chosen among means, the variety 
among means themselves may also affect subsequent motivation. In 
particular, the relative focus of a set of means chosen in the course 
of goal pursuit (similarity vs. dissimilarity) leads consumers to 
draw inferences about their own focus on goal pursuit, increasing 
motivation when perceived goal progress was already high. 
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“The dynamics of Goal Revision: Updating the discrepancy-
Reducing Model of Self-Regulation.”

Chen Wang, University of British Columbia, Canada
Anirban Mukhopadhyay, Hong Kong University of Science and 

Technology, China
Existing research on goal-directed behaviors has largely 

focused on striving towards static goals (e.g., Carver and Scheier 
1981), with relatively little attention directed towards dynamic 
goal-setting and updating. However, as Fishbach and colleagues 
have demonstrated (Fishbach and Dhar 2005), goals are not al-
ways static. Rather, people frequently revise their goals upward or 
downward based on the discrepancies between their initial goals 
and subsequent achievements.

In this research, we generalize this model to goals that are 
dynamic, and propose that goals are updated every period based 
on the extent of achievement in the previous period. Based on 
this proposition, we incorporate an additional element–a “calibra-
tor”–into Carver and Scheier’s model. In our revised model, the 
goal-performance discrepancy serves not only as an input to the 
system as suggested by the original model, but also as the input to 
the goal calibrator. This goal calibrator is directed by an S-shaped 
response function which generates an updated goal for the next 
time period. This S-shaped function predicts the properties of pro-
portionality and diminishing sensitivity for all goal-discrepancies, 
failure aversion for intrinsically motivated goals, and satisficing 
for extrinsically motivated goals.

Four experiments provide empirical support for our model. 
In Study 1, we manipulated discrepancy valence to be positive or 
negative, and provided hypothetical feedback for five successive time 
periods. Participants were to write down a savings goal and were then 
presented with a hypothetical performance outcome (e.g., you saved 
15% more vs. less than your goal). Based on the feedback, they set 
their financial goal for the next month, and the next feedback was 
then presented. These procedures were repeated for five iterations. 
The performance outcomes ranged from 15% to 19%, always either 
positive or negative based on feedback condition. In support of our 
predictions, positive discrepancies resulted in continuous upward 
goal revision–savings targets for each month were higher than in 
the previous month. In contrast, negative discrepancies led to the 
maintenance of the original goal–savings targets stayed flat from 
month to month. Taken together, this experiment demonstrates (a) 
the existence of goal revision for self-set goals, and (b) the property 
of failure aversion. 

Study 2 investigated effort exertion for positive versus negative 
discrepancies. We used a similar design, in the context of working 
out on the treadmill. Consistent with our hypotheses, we find that 
participants having positive discrepancies indicated the same amount 
of effort for each trial, whereas those with negative discrepancies 
indicated increasingly more effort to strive for the goal.

Study 3 further tested the characteristics of the S-shaped func-
tion by exploring the following features: proportionality, diminish-
ing sensitivity, and failure aversion. Participants were presented a 
scenario in which they had a goal of burning 200 calories on the 
treadmill. The discrepancy was manipulated by giving hypotheti-
cal outcomes (burning 10 vs. 110 calories more vs. less). Next, 
participants established their calorie goal for the next day based on 
their performance. As predicted, consistent with the proportionality 
feature, large discrepancies resulted in greater goal revision than 
small discrepancies of the same valence. Further, discrepancies 
had a smaller marginal impact when they were more distant from 
the origin, demonstrating diminishing sensitivity. Finally, positive 
discrepancies led to larger goal revision than negative discrepancies 
of the same magnitude, highlighting failure aversion.

Study 4 tested satisficing for extrinsically motivated goals. In 
this study, we utilized a computerized anagram task. Participants 
were asked to set a goal for the first anagram (i.e., “to find __% of 
the possible solutions”). Manipulated feedback was presented after 
participants submitted their answers (i.e., 5% more vs. less than 
your goal). As predicted, participants with positive discrepancies 
initially maintained the original goal, but revised the goal upward 
as they kept receiving positive feedback. In contrast, those with 
negative discrepancies revised the goal downward based on the 
negative feedback. In sum, these experiments contribute to a greater 
understanding of multi-period consumer goal-directed behavior.


