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Previous research in goal literature has ignored maintenance (versus attainment) goals in which the current state coincides with, or

exceeds the desired state.  In three studies, we establish the two goal types differ in characteristics, processes, and goal pursuit

behaviors. Maintenance goals make consumers consider fewer goal pursuit strategies, prefer less effortful strategies, and prefer

shorter/smaller but more dispersed (versus longer/larger but more concentrated) implementation of strategies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The extant goal literature has focused mainly on attainment 

goals, in which the desired state is positively discrepant from the 
current state, but has neglected the maintenance goals, in which the 
current state is equal to or better than the desired state. This casts 
doubt on whether the implications of findings from the literature 
can apply to the challenges related to maintenance goals. We ad-
dresses these gaps by contrast the two goal types and examine the 
mechanisms underlying each of them. Our findings suggest that 
consumers in the two groups are attracted to different self-regulation 
strategies. Therefore, firms can provide different products for con-
sumers in these two groups.

What differentiate maintenance goals from attainment goals? 
First, by their definitions, the two goal types differ in the distance 
between the current and the desired states. Second, the two goal 
types differ in the clarity about temporal ending of goal pursuit (H1). 
In case of an attainment goal, achieving the desired state suggests 
end of goal pursuit.  However, in case of a maintenance goal, there 
is less clarity about the temporal ending because the current state is 
already better than the benchmark. Moreover, some maintenance 
goals are to be pursued over long term such as health-related goals 
(e.g. exercise goal) so these goals are not temporally bound.   

Moreover, the two goal types differ in their underlying mecha-
nisms. We propose that maintenance goals activate retrospective 
(vs. prospective) thought because maintenance goals indicate the 
past actions of consumers were good enough.  In contrast, attain-
ment goals activate prospective thought because attainment goals 
suggest that the past actions did not bring about the desired state 
so consumers focus more on future actions (H2).  Moreover, main-
tenance goals trigger more process-focused (vs. outcome-focused) 
thinking while attainment goals trigger more outcome-focused 
thinking (H3). The reason is that thoughts in retrospection tend to 
have richer context (Van Boven, Kane, & McGraw 2009) and make 
consumers think at more concrete (vs. abstract) level. Thoughts at 
concrete level involve feasibility aspects and process of means to 
goal but thoughts at abstract level focus on consequences of means 
or goal (Liberman & Trope 1998; Trope & Liberman 2003). Hence, 
when considering goal pursuit strategies, maintainers tend to focus 
more on processes of the strategies whereas attainers focus more 
on outcomes of the strategies.

The two underlying mechanisms lead to different goal pursuit 
behaviors. First, we predict that maintainers will construct smaller 
consideration set of goal pursuit strategies than attainers (H4). This 
is because maintainers’ retrospective thoughts constrain them with 
reality (Van Boven et al 2009) and prevent them from choosing 
strategies that are less practical. Consistently, process-focused 
thinking makes maintainers consider only strategies with easier 
implementation process. In contrast, attainers are less constrained 
by reality and more outcome-driven so they consider any strategies 
which appear to deliver satisfactory outcomes. 

Furthermore, based on the difference in clarity about temporal 
ending of the two goal types, maintainers will prefer strategies that 
require less (vs. more) effort because the temporal ending of their 
goal pursuit is not clear. On the other hand, attainers might be more 
willing to exert higher effort as they perceive that the goal pursuit 
is more temporally bound (H5a). In addition, the outcome-focused 
thinking might make attainers prefer strategies that require higher 

effort because they rely on ‘instrumentality heuristics’, naïve belief 
that higher effort leads to better outcome (Labroo & Kim 2009). 
Along the same line, we predict that maintainers prefer a disaggre-
gated framing of strategy implementation (e.g. exercise 15 minutes 
for 6 days per week) than an aggregated framing (e.g. exercise 45 
minutes for 2 days per week) (H5b). This is because maintainers 
might perceive the former as easier to implement.

In three studies, the two goal types were manipulated. All three 
studies successfully established that maintenance goals are character-
ized with less clear temporal (H1).  Study 1 with a 2 (maintenance 
vs. attainment goal) x 2 (domain replicates) between-subject design 
(n =225) tested the consideration set size hypothesis in two goal 
domains, cholesterol and money saving. The results were consistent 
across two domains and showed that maintainers considered fewer 
strategies than attainers (M

Maintainers 
= 3.61 vs. M

Attainers
 = 4.12, (F(1, 

207) = 4.16, p <.01). Thus, our H1 & H4 were supported. 
Study 2 (n = 56) replicated the results of Study 1 with stronger 

measures of psychological processes. The analysis revealed that 
attainers engaged more in prospective than prospective thoughts 
(M

Retro 
= 4.44 vs.  M

Pro
 = 5.10, t(28) = 2.14, p <.05) but maintainers 

engaged in thoughts in both time frames. Thus, H2 was partially 
supported. Further analysis showed that attainers engaged more in 
outcome-focused thinking than process-focused thinking (M

Proc 
= 

4.56 vs.  M
Out

 = 5.25, t(28) = 3.28, p <.01) but maintainers did not 
differ between the two thinking styles. Thus, H3 was also partially 
supported. We added measures of whether consumers consider old 
versus new strategies. The results indicated that maintainers con-
sidered both old and new strategies but attainers tended to consider 
new strategies (M

Old 
= 4.31 vs.  M

New
 = 4.93, t(28) = 1.98, p =.06). 

Study 3 (n = 28) tested our effort-related hypothesis (H5) with 
a 2 (maintenance vs. attainment goal) x 2 (aggregated vs. disag-
gregated framing) design with framing as within-subject factor. The 
results revealed that maintainers evaluated a disaggregated framing 
(workout 15 minutes for 6 days per week) more positively than 
an aggregated framing (workout 45 minutes for 2 days per week) 
(F(1, 25) = 2.85, M

disagg 
= 5.08 vs.  M

agg
 = 4.78, p<.1). In addition, 

maintainers rated the former as less effortful than the latter (M
disagg 

= 3.36 vs.  M
agg

 = 5.36,  t(11) = 2.97, p <.05). However, attainers 
did not differ in their attitude between the two framings. Thus, H5 
was partially supported.  

Across three studies, the results showed robust supports that 
maintenance goals differ from attainment goals in characteristics, 
underlying processes, and pursuit behaviors. The research helps 
managers recognize that consumers striving different goal types 
are not homogenous and distinct marketing strategies are needed 
to serve the two consumer groups. 
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