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Previous research indicates that forming a plan leads to a greater likelihood of goal achievement. In four studies, we show that

forming a plan can have the opposite effect by decreasing perceptions of effort associated with a behavior, and thus decreasing the

likelihood that consumers will perform the behavior.
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28 / Achieving Our Goals: Some Tips and Tricks

control individuals. Finally, we find that within any given individual, 
context-specific control capabilities drive their success with modera-
tion as opposed to avoidance strategies. Whereas self-control tasks 
seen as easy can be managed using either avoidance or moderation, 
difficult self-control tasks likely require avoidance to be successfully 
pursued. 

In study 1, 137 consumers (41% male, Mage = 32.63), reported 
agreement with statements focused on moderation (“I try to find 
moderation in my life”) and more extreme avoidance strategies (“I 
tend to think of life in terms of all or nothing.”). These responses 
were combined to create a relative moderation focus. Respondents 
also provided individual self-control ratings (Tangney et al. 2004) 
and reported their experience with a number of life outcomes – 
achievement of diet goals, the presence of harmful addictions, ex-
ercise, and subjective well-being. Results showed that higher self-
control individuals showed stronger moderation focus than did lower 
self-control individuals (p < .001). Importantly, individuals with a 
stronger moderation focus tended to achieve their diet goals, were 
less likely to have addiction issues, exercised more frequently, and 
were happier overall (all p < .05). As such, initial evidence suggests 
that moderation strategies may be more common and effective for 
higher as opposed to lower self-control consumers.

But can we show that use of a moderation strategy is, in fact, 
more successful for higher as opposed to lower self-control indi-
viduals? Study 2 followed a 2 (moderation v. avoidance prime) x 
continuously measured eating self-control design. Undergraduate 
participants (n = 114) wrote short essays about the virtues of either 
moderation (“everything in moderation”) or avoidance (“staying 
away from temptation”). As part of a subsequent task participants 
indicated how much that they would like to eat each item on a list 
of snacks at that moment. Separately, we assessed individual dif-
ferences in eating self-control (e.g., Giner-Sorolla 2001). Results 
showed that those who more easily practiced eating restraint showed 
a higher desire for healthy as opposed to unhealthy foods (p < .0001). 
However, a significant interaction of primed strategy and individual 
eating self control also emerged (p < .0001). Individuals primed with 
an avoidance strategy showed similar patterns of healthy consump-
tion regardless of their level of self-control (p >.8). However, in the 
moderation condition, consumers high in self-control increased their 
tendency toward healthy consumption while those lower in self-con-
trol decreased their preference for healthy food alternatives. Here, a 
moderation strategy seemed to be more effective than avoidance, but 
only for consumers higher in self-control in this domain. For con-
sumers who struggle to control their eating, a moderation mindset 
generated a slippery slope, prompting greater indulgence than an 
avoidance mindset.

Taken together, results suggest that when a self-control task is 
easy, a moderation strategy may be advisable, but that when a self-
control task is difficult, doing so may undermine goal progress. To 
test this general theory, study 3 asked participants to rate a series 
of self-control challenges in terms of their personal difficulty. They 
then read a scenario presenting a self-control problem in each do-
main, and stated their likelihood of adopting a moderation or avoid-
ance strategy as well as their anticipated success in each. Results 
indicate that individuals believe that avoidance strategies will be 
equally effective regardless of the difficulty of a self-control task. 
However, participants felt that moderation strategies would yield 
better results on easier as opposed to harder self-control problems, 
and thus, showed a higher likelihood to moderate on easy tasks. 
Given our prior results, these expectations are appropriate for higher 
self-control individuals, but suggest a reason why lower self-control 

individuals, mistakenly applying moderation strategies, may fail to 
see progress toward their goals. 

Overall, this research aims to help consumers more effectively 
achieve their long-term goals. While for some individuals, and in 
some areas, moderation strategies may lead to a happy and well-bal-
anced life, we all have weak spots. In these domains, results suggest 
that avoidance, rather than moderation, is a surer path to self-control 
success.
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It is Just Too Easy: Impact of Planning 
on Effort and Behavior

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers live busy lives and often search for ways to simplify 

them. When the options available are limited, consumers are able 
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to make decisions more easily and become more likely to purchase 
a product (Iyengar and Lepper 2000; Tversky and Shafir 1992). In 
addition, easy processing of information has been shown to affect an 
individual’s liking for both products and advertisements (Labroo and 
Kim 2009; Schwarz 2004). Common sense also suggests that people 
would rather do things that are easy than things that require effort. 
Nevertheless, some research on the effect of ease of performing an 
action on product evaluations and goal-directed behaviors suggests 
that people often prefer to engage in behaviors that are more difficult 
and effortful to execute (Gollwitzer and Brandstatter 1997; Locke et 
al. 1981; Norton, Mochon, and Ariely 2010). This paper builds on 
this work and examines how forming a plan to perform a behavior 
(e.g., purchase a product, experience, or service) affects the percep-
tion of effort required to execute the behavior, and in turn, how the 
effort required influences the likelihood to engage in the behavior. 
Forming a plan and knowing what needs to be done should make 
it easier to execute the necessary activities. Thus, forming a plan 
could lead to a lower perception of effort. We propose that percep-
tions of higher effort increase consumers’ likelihood of performing a 
behavior. Because forming a plan may decrease perceptions of effort 
associated this behavior, this may decrease consumers’ likelihood of 
performing the behavior in certain circumstances. We test our propo-
sitions with three studies that examine the effect of planning on per-
ceptions of effort and on behavior. 

Study 1 shows that forming a plan to engage in a behavior can 
decrease a person’s intention to engage in the behavior. The study 
employed a 2 (Vacation Type: related to plan vs. unrelated to plan) 
by 2 (Form Plan: no vs. yes) between-subjects design. All of the 
participants were told about a cruise vacation, and approximately 
half of the participants formed a plan to go on the cruise (specify 
how and when they would book the trip), whereas the other half did 
not. Results showed that participants who formed a plan to book the 
cruise stated that they would be less likely to go compared to those 
who did not form such a plan. To show that the effect is specific to 
the behavior for which the plan was formed, and not any related be-
havior, we also asked participants to estimate their likelihood to go 
on a trip to an alternative destination (Last Vegas), and found that the 
likelihood to book did not differ depending on whether or not partici-
pants formed a plan to book the cruise. Overall, this study shows that 
planning can lead to a decreased likelihood to engage in a behavior. 

Study 2 uses real behavior to show that, when the amount of 
activities necessary to perform a behavior is high, the performance 
of a target behavior will seem more effortful for people who form a 
plan compared to those who do not form a plan, which will increase 
engagement in the behavior among people who have formed a plan. 
This two-part study employed a 2 (Effort: moderate vs. high) by 2 
(Form Plan: no vs. yes) between-subjects design. During the first 
part, half of the participants formed a plan specifying how they will 
save money by dining out less in the upcoming weeks, whereas the 
other half did not. Effort was manipulated by varying how many 
things (e.g., going to grocery store more, purchasing groceries, cook-
ing at home) participants were explicitly asked to consider when 
forming their plan. Exactly a week later, all of the participants were 
contacted by e-mail and asked how much they spent on dining out 
in the past week. We found that in the moderate effort condition, 
forming a plan led to significantly greater spending on dining out 
compared to not forming a plan.  However, in the high effort condi-
tion, forming a plan led to significantly lower spending on dining out 
compared to not forming a plan.

Lastly, study 3 examines how a common marketing occurrence, 
a price change, affects an individuals’ intention to engage in a behav-
ior (purchase a product) after forming a plan to do it. It shows that 

when a price increase occurs, consumers who form a plan perceive 
the behavior to be more effortful, and are more likely to make the 
purchase compared to consumers who do not form a plan. The study 
employed a 2 (Price Change: no vs. yes) by 2 (Form Plan: no vs. 
yes) between-subjects design. As in Study 2, some participants form 
a plan to book a trip to Brazil, whereas others do not.  The key de-
pendent variable was participant’s likelihood to book the trip. When 
no price change occurred, participants who formed a plan were less 
likely to book the trip, and believed the booking process to be less 
effortful. When the price changed, participants who formed a plan 
became more likely to perform a target behavior compared to those 
who did not form a plan. Perceptions of effort increased among those 
who formed a plan, but decreased among those who did not. The ef-
fect of the interaction between price change and plan on likelihood 
to book the trip is fully mediated by the perceived effort required to 
engage in the behavior.

In summary, forming a plan is often beneficial, but primarily 
when engaging in the necessary behaviors seems highly effort once 
a plan has been made. The challenge is to teach people when plan-
ning will be beneficial, versus detrimental, to their aspirations. Mak-
ing people feel like the necessary activities to perform a behavior 
are easy will decrease engagement in the behavior when a plan has 
been formed.  In these cases, “not forming a plan” is the best advice 
people might receive.

REFERENCES
Gollwitzer, Peter M. and Veronika Brandstätter (1997), 

“Implementation Intentions and Effective Goal Pursuit,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73 (July), 
186–99.

Iyengar, Sheena S. and Mark R. Lepper (2000), “When Choice is 
Demotivating: Can One Desire 

Too Much of a Good Thing?,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 79 (December), 995–1006. 

Labroo, Aparna A. and Sara Kim (2009), “The ‘Instrumentality’ 
Heuristic: Why Metacognitive 

Difficulty is Desirable During Goal Pursuit,” Psychological 
Science, 20 (January), 127–34.

Locke, Edwin A., Karyll N. Shaw,  Lise M. Saari, and Gary P. 
Latham (1981), “Goal Setting and 

Task Performance: 1969-1980,” Psychological Bulletin, 90 (July), 
125–52.

Norton, Michael I., Daniel Mochon, and Dan Ariely (2010), “The 
‘IKEA Effect’: When Labor 

Leads to Love,” Working Paper, Harvard Business School, Boston, 
MA.

Schwarz, Norbert (2004), “Metacognitive Experiences in Consumer 
Judgment and Decision 

Making,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 14 (4), 332–48.
Tversky, Amos and Eldar Shafir (1992), “Choice under Conflict: 

The Dynamics of Deferred 
Decision,” Psychological Science, 3 (November) 358–61.

Consider it Done!: 
The Cognitive Effects of Unfulfilled 

Goals are Eliminated by Making a Plan 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The human mind is remarkably well designed for goal pursuit. 

Attention, perception, thoughts, and attitudes all become tuned to 
help one pursue a goal. The mind vigorously promotes this intense 
focus on a goal, protecting it from distractions and resuming it after 


