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Attainment and maintenance goals are frequently used in practice, but rarely compared in literature. Comparing them shows that

maintenance goals evoke contextual interference thoughts, but attainment goals evoke plans and start-end state comparison thoughts.

The latter make attainment goals perceived as easier and more attractive than maintenance goals.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers and firms across many domains (e.g., dieting, sav-

ing, exercising) use goals to regulate behaviour. For example, HSBC 
offers the “Premier Investor Savings” account, which requires the 
maintenance of a $25000 minimum balance, but at the same time 
offers higher interest rates with higher balances. 

Depending on the relation between the actual and the desired 
state of the goal, these goals are classified in two categories: At-
tainment and maintenance goals. Attainment goals are those for 
which the actual state differs from the desired state (e.g., increase 
your balance to get a higher interest rate). Maintenance goals are 
those for which the actual and the desired states coincide, but there 
is a time difference between the present and the goal time horizon 
(e.g., maintain your balance to be eligible for this savings account). 

Given the mixed use of these two goal types, it is surprising 
that we know very little on how attainment and maintenance goals 
compare with each other. Recent comparisons between these two 
goal types revealed that people are overoptimistic for attainment 
goals, but not for maintenance goals. As a result, attainment goals 
are perceived as easier than objectively easier maintenance goals 
(Stamatogiannakis, Chattopadhyay and Chakravarti 2010).

This paper adds to the above results in two important ways. First, 
it investigates the content of thoughts triggered by attainment versus 
maintenance goals, and tests whether it can account for differences 
in the perceived difficulty. We predict that people will tend to focus 
on the comparison between the actual and the desired state more for 
attainment goals, relative to maintenance goals. As a result, they will 
be overoptimistic for attainment goals’ achievement (Dunning 2007), 
and will perceive them as easier (Stamatogiannakis et al. 2010). 

Second, it examines whether attainment or maintenance goals 
are more attractive.. Easier and more achievable goals are more at-
tractive (Kruglanski et al. 2002). We predict therefore that attainment 
goals will be more attractive than maintenance goals, because they 
are perceived as easier.

To test these two predictions we examine in depth the open 
ended responses collected by Stamatogiannakis et al. (2010), and we 
conduct two scenario based experiments. In all three studies goal type 
(attainment vs. maintenance) is manipulated between participants. 
Scenarios about weight, GPA, daily working out time, money, and 
weekly sales goals are used.

Stamatogiannakis et al. (2010) asked participants to rate 
goal difficulty and list their thoughts on what would make goal 
achievement more or less likely. To uncover differences in thoughts 
generation between attainment and maintenance goals, we did an 
in-depth analysis of these thoughts. These were coded across two 
dimensions, valence and content. In valence coding, each thought was 
categorised as favorable (i.e., a success thought), unfavorable (i.e., a 
failure thought), or neutral (i.e., unrelated thought) for goal achieve-
ment. In content coding, each thought was categorised as related or 
not to the following: effort/ motivation put for goal achievement, 
the person pursuing the goal, goal context, specific plans for goal 
achievement, and goal level. Finally, statements related to the goal 
level were further categorised depending on whether they involved 
a comparison between the actual and the desired state, or not.

The results suggest that attainment goals evoke more thoughts 
comparing the actual and the desired state, and more plan-related 

success thoughts, but less context-related failure thoughts relative 
to maintenance goals. Only the first mediate the effects of goal type 
on difficulty.

The next two experiments examine effects of goal type on goal 
attractiveness. We predicted that attainment goals will be more at-
tractive than maintenance goals, because they are perceived as easier.

Experiment one uses a 2 x 2 between participants design. 
Some participants judged maintenance goals and some attainment 
goals. Further (to draw attention to possible goal difficulties), the 
action required for goal achievement was explicitly stated only for 
some of the participants. Goal attractiveness and difficulty were the 
dependent measures. The goal type x required action interaction was 
significant for both. When no action was provided, attainment goals 
were seen as more attractive and easier than maintenance goals. 
However, when attention was directed to required action, the two 
goal types were seen as equally attractive and difficult. The interac-
tion on attractiveness ratings was mediated by the difficulty ratings. 

 Experiment two uses a 2 x 2 x 2 between participants design. 
Some participants judged maintenance goals and some attainment 
goals. Further (to draw attention to possible goal difficulties), some 
participants rated only goal attractiveness, but some rated goal dif-
ficulty before that. Finally the difficulty question was negatively 
framed (i.e., “How difficult?”) for some of the participants, but 
positively framed (i.e., “How challenging?”) for others. The goal type 
x attractiveness question order interaction effect on attractiveness 
was significant. Attainment goals were judged as more attractive 
than maintenance goals when the attractiveness question was asked 
first. However, when the difficulty question was asked first, drawing 
attention to goal difficulty, the results reversed. Finally, difficulty 
framing did not moderate the above result.

To conclude, this paper adds to previous literature comparing 
attainment with maintenance goals. It demonstrates that maintenance 
goals evoke more contextual interference thoughts, but attainment 
goals evoke more success plans and actual-desired state comparison 
thoughts. The latter cause attainment goals to be perceived as easier 
and more attractive than maintenance goals. Effects on goal attrac-
tiveness are attenuated or even reversed, when consumer attention 
is drawn to possible difficulties for goal achievement.
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