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Consumers often purchase products that they cannot currently use, but anticipate being able to later. Five experiments support a

conceptualization based on ideas of goal progress and commitment, which explains when and why optimists (vs. pessimists) will

engage in subsequent behaviors that enable them to use the purchased products.
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towards a savings goal more than spending an additional $30 hurt it 
(M = 4.2 vs. 3.3; scale from 1-7). 

In study 4, we measured perceived goal progress indirectly by 
having participants estimate the calories in desserts. Because weight 
loss depends on the number of calories consumed, the calories in a 
food provide an objective measure of the impact of eating (or not 
eating) a food on progress towards a weight-loss goal. Consistent 
with the hypothesis that consumers underweight the impact of goal-
inconsistent behaviors relative to goal-consistent behaviors, partici-
pants perceived desserts (i.e., a piece of cake or five ounces of ice 
cream) that they imagined eating as having fewer calories than des-
serts that they imagined foregoing (Mcake = 386 vs. 475; Mice cream = 
197 vs. 262).

Our final two studies explored whether the tendency to over-
weight the impact of goal-consistent behaviors relative to goal-in-
consistent behaviors is related to goal attainment. Consumers who 
perceive goal-consistent behaviors as having a larger influence than 
equivalent goal-inconsistent behaviors may think that they are mak-
ing adequate goal progress even when they are not. Consequently, an 
optimistic goal monitoring bias may cause consumers to prematurely 
release their goals (Fishbach and Dhar 2004; Zhang, Fishbach, and 
Kruglanski 2007), thus discouraging goal attainment. 

Study 5 investigates whether consumers who are typically less 
successful at attaining long-term goals reliant upon self-regulation 
are more likely to show an optimistic bias in goal monitoring than 
consumers who are more successful at attaining such goals. As in 
previous studies, undergraduate participants who imagined study-
ing one or two additional nights thought their behavior would help 
their performance on an upcoming exam more than participants who 
imagined studying one or two fewer nights thought their behavior 
would hurt. Importantly, however, this tendency was less prevalent 
amongst participants with high self-control than participants with 
low self-control (Mhigh-control (+1SD) = 4.7 vs. 4.5; Mlow-control (-1SD) = 4.9 
vs. 3.6).

Online panel respondents in study 6 played a multi-round word 
game in which they won or lost points during each round. We ma-
nipulated the difficulty of the first two rounds such that most partici-
pants lost 100 points in one round and gained 100 points in another. 
As in previous studies, participants thought that gaining 100 points 
helped their progress towards a high score goal more than losing 100 
points hurt it (M = 6.9 vs. 6.3; scale from 1-9). Furthermore, partici-
pants who showed a larger optimistic bias in the first two rounds per-
formed worse in subsequent rounds than participants who showed a 
smaller optimistic bias (Mhigh-bias(+1SD)= 43.1, Mlow-bias(-1SD)= 148.5; pos-
sible score range: -800 to 800).

In six studies, we show that consumers tend to overweight the 
impact of goal-consistent behaviors relative to goal-inconsistent 
behaviors. Furthermore, two studies suggest that this tendency is 
negatively associated with successful goal attainment. Because con-
sumers believe that goal-consistent behaviors have a larger influence 
than objectively equivalent goal-inconsistent behaviors, they may 
believe that they are moving closer to their goals even when they 
are objectively not progressing. We hope that drawing attention to 
this bias provides a first step towards helping consumers accurately 
monitor their progress and, ultimately, improve their chances of 
reaching their goals.

The Dual Effects of Optimism on 
Post-Purchase Goal Pursuit 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers often purchase products that they are unable to use 

at the time, in anticipation that they may be able to do so later. For 
instance, people may buy clothing that is currently too small, in the 
hope of fitting into them later. In this research, we investigate how 
such anticipatory purchase decisions (to buy or not) affect consum-
ers’ likelihood of engaging in subsequent behavior that is consistent 
with the purchase (e.g., dieting or exercising after purchasing jeans 
that are too small). Drawing upon the optimism, mental simulation 
and goals literatures, we show that the type of mental simulation 
(outcome- vs. process-focus) that consumers use when making their 
anticipatory purchase decision can lead optimists and pessimists to 
make differing inferences regarding commitment vs. progress to-
wards the goal. These inferences then dictate the nature of subse-
quent purchase-consistent decisions. 

We propose that when consumers focus on the intervening pro-
cess required to make the product usable (e.g., exercising to fit into a 
pair of smaller-sized jeans), the purchase decision itself acts as a sig-
nal of progress towards the goal. For optimists, the sense of accom-
plishment triggered by the purchase decision provides a justification 
to stop pursuing the focal goal (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). In contrast, 
pessimists, because of the unfavorable expectations they chronically 
hold, do not view the purchase decision as progress. Consequently, 
we predict that optimists reduce goal-congruent actions (e.g., exer-
cising) after the anticipatory purchase, while pessimists are not af-
fected by this illusory progress. Further, we predict that a different 
pattern should emerge under an outcome focus. Here, thinking about 
the final outcome (e.g., looking good) during the initial purchase in-
creases the salience of the underlying goal (e.g., a fitness goal). Such 
increased goal salience leads optimists and pessimists to engage in 
different coping strategies: optimists become more committed to the 
goal and therefore more likely to pursue it, while pessimists tend to 
react in a non-adaptive manner by disengagement – i.e., the very 
salience of the goal makes them ironically less likely to pursue it 
(Scheier et al. 1986). Accordingly, under an outcome focus, mak-
ing an anticipatory purchase should induce optimists (pessimists) to 
increase (decrease) goal-congruent actions. 

We tested these hypotheses in five experiments. Experiment 1 
used a 2 (focus: outcome vs. process) x 2 (optimism: optimists vs. 
pessimists) x 2 (decision: buy vs. no buy) between-subjects design. 
Participants first took part in a survey, which included a question 
about the size of jeans that they could just fit in. After a filler task, 
they completed a different survey about buying jeans. We manipu-
lated thought focus by asking participants to make their decisions by 
visualizing either the end benefits of wearing the jeans (outcome-fo-
cus) or the process they would have to go through in order to be able 
to fit into the jeans (process-focus). Next, they read the description 
of the jeans, which were always one size smaller than their current 
sizes. They then reported their likelihood of purchasing the jeans, 
which served as the measure of anticipatory purchasing. Afterwards, 
participants moved on to an ostensibly unrelated study, in which they 
reported their likelihood of trying out fitness equipment. Lastly, they 
filled out a standard optimism scale (Scheier and Carver 1985). As 
hypothesized, under process-focus, optimists displayed a reduced 
likelihood of trying the exercise equipment after buying (vs. not buy-
ing) the jeans, while pessimists were unaffected by their purchase 
decision. Under outcome-focus, on the other hand, optimists were 
more likely to try the equipment as a consequence of buying (vs. not 
buying) the jeans, while the predicted ironic effect was obtained for 
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pessimists: buying (vs. not buying) the jeans actually reduced the 
likelihood of trying the exercise equipment. This pattern of results 
was replicated in another study (Experiment 2) which manipulated 
purchase decision rather than treating it as a measured variable. Ex-
periment 3 provided further support for our posited mechanism by 
measuring both goal commitment and goal progress, and obtaining 
findings consistent with predictions. Under a process-focus, opti-
mists inferred greater goal progress when they decided to make (vs. 
not make) the anticipatory purchase, while pessimists remained un-
affected. Given an outcome-focus, in contrast, deciding to make (vs. 
not make) the anticipatory purchase increased goal commitment for 
optimists, while decreasing it for pessimists.

Having obtained converging evidence for our overall frame-
work, the next two experiments sought to provide more detailed 
insights into the mechanism under outcome-focus, especially that 
underlying the ironic effects of anticipatory purchase for pessimists. 
We have argued that it is the very salience of the focal goal which 
causes pessimists to disengage from it (leading to an ironic effect on 
subsequent behavior). If true, it should be possible to attenuate pes-
simists’ decommitment by lowering the salience of the focal goal. 
In support of this prediction, Experiment 4 and 5 both showed that 
it was possible to attenuate and even reverse the ironic effect for 
pessimists (i.e., make them more likely to engage in goal-consistent 
behavior) by reducing the salience of the focal goal.  

Taken together, results from these five studies, which included 
manipulated and measured purchase decision, chronic and situation-
al inductions of optimism, as well as different purchase contexts, 
provide a nuanced perspective of how and why optimism affects 
goal-related action subsequent to making an anticipatory purchase 
decision. In doing so, this research offers new insights into the sub-
stantive domain of anticipatory purchasing, and builds theoretical 
knowledge in two important areas of consumer research: the litera-
ture on goals, and that on optimism.

Pleasure, Pain, and Focus on Initial vs  
End States as Determinants of Motivation in Goal Pursuit 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Research on goal pursuit has focused on two factors that deter-

mine individuals’ motivation to reach their goals. One of these fac-
tors is the amount of goal pursuit an individual has engaged in (Fish-
bach and Dhar 2005; Kivetz, Urminsky, and Zheng 2006; Laran and 
Janiszewski 2009). A second factor is whether the pursuit process is 
focused on what has been accomplished or on what still needs to be 
accomplished (Zhang and Huang 2010). We explore an important de-
terminant of people’s motivation in goal pursuit, goal valence, which 
may interact with factors previously explored in the literature and 
expand previous findings. We propose that any goal pursuit process 
is focused on approaching pleasure or avoiding pain, as stated by the 
hedonic principle (Elliot and Harackiewicz 1996; Forster, Higgins, 
and Idson 1998), and that this goal valence will moderate the extent 
to which goal focus and goal progress influence motivation. When 
people approach pleasure (e.g., save $600 to be able to go on a cruise 
vacation), the goal pursuit process is motivating. Therefore, the more 
people look backward and focus on how much goal pursuit they have 
engaged in, the more motivated they are to reach the goal. When they 
look forward, the more there needs to be done the more motivated 
people are to reach the final, pleasurable end state that characterizes 
approaching pleasure. When people avoid pain (e.g., save $600 to 
pay off a debt), avoiding the initial state is motivating. Therefore, the 
more people look backward and focus on how close they are to the 
initial, painful state, the more motivated they are to reach the goal. 

When they look forward, the less there needs to be done the more 
motivated people are to reach the final end state and avoid the initial, 
painful state.

The first study examine people’s motivation to save $1000 to 
pay off a debt (avoid pain) vs. to go on a vacation (approach plea-
sure). The design was a 2 (goal valence: approach pleasure vs. avoid 
pain) by 2 (focus: backward vs. forward) by 2 (progress: smaller 
vs. greater) between-subjects design. We showed participants a line 
featuring the amount of money they had saved so far. We manipu-
lated backward vs. forward focus by showing the quantities in a $0 
to $1000 (focus on what had been saved) or a $1000 to $0 (focus 
on what needed to be saved) order. In the smaller (greater) prog-
ress condition, participants were told they had saved $600 ($700) so 
far. An ANOVA on how much effort participants were willing to put 
into saving money revealed an interaction of the goal valence, focus, 
and progress factors (F(1, 228) = 42.84, p < .01). When approaching 
pleasure, in the backward focus condition, participants were willing 
to put less effort into saving money in the smaller progress (M = 
6.00) than in the greater progress condition (M = 7.46; F(1, 228) = 
8.32, p < .01). In the forward focus condition, participants were will-
ing to put more effort into saving money in the smaller progress (M 
= 7.71) than in the greater progress condition (M = 5.91; F(1, 228) = 
11.92, p < .01). When avoiding pain, however, in the backward focus 
condition, participants were willing to put more effort into saving 
money in the smaller progress (M = 7.22) than in the greater progress 
condition (M = 5.19; F(1, 228) = 11.89, p < .01). In the forward fo-
cus condition, participants were willing to put less effort into saving 
money in the smaller progress (M = 5.40) than in the greater progress 
condition (M = 7.61; F(1, 228) = 11.15, p < .01).

In the first study, participants were told that they were paying 
off a debt and that they would go on vacation only if they were able 
to pay off the debt. In order to make this avoid-pain goal into an 
approach-pleasure goal, the second study told participants that they 
had already made a decision to go on vacation and now were paying 
off the debt they acquired. This would make the goal to pay off a debt 
not painful to start with, since it was accompanied by the decision to 
go on vacation. The goal amount was now $2000, and we measured 
how much participants were willing to save. An ANOVA on the sav-
ing measure revealed an interaction of the goal valence, focus, and 
progress factors (F(1, 291) = 20.81, p < .01). When approaching 
pleasure, in the backward focus condition, participants were will-
ing to save less money in the smaller progress (M = $437.97) than 
in the greater progress condition (M = $546.69; F(1, 291) = 7.79, 
p < .01). In the forward focus condition, participants were willing 
to save more money in the smaller progress (M = $550.63) than in 
the greater progress condition (M = $462.55; F(1, 291) = 4.89, p < 
.05). When avoiding pain, however, in the backward focus condi-
tion, participants were willing to save more money in the smaller 
progress (M = $563.95) than in the greater progress condition (M = 
$481.73; F(1, 291) = 4.80, p < .05). In the forward focus condition, 
participants were willing to save less money in the smaller progress 
(M = $469.51) than in the greater progress condition (M = $545.24; 
F(1, 291) = 3.73, p = .05).

A third study demonstrated similar results within a coffee re-
wards program. Across three studies, we demonstrate that, in ad-
dition to goal progress and direction of focus, whether the goal is 
to approach pleasure or to avoid pain needs to be examined when 
people research motivation. We show that goal valence can com-
pletely reverse effects previously found in goal pursuit, and that hav-
ing people focus on the painful or pleasurable aspects of a goal can 
be an important tool in motivating consumers.


