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Extant self-regulation research has ignored maintenance ( attainment ) goals in which the current state coincides with or exceeds ( lags

) the desired state. Findings from five studies show that compared to attainers ’ focus on

outcome, maintainers focus on both process and outcome, use fewer

self-regulating strategies, prefer strategies that are physically less intense, and show lower goal adherence under stable life

circumstances.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Relapse is common in multiple goal domains such as the 

failure to maintain smoke cessation behavior and the weight gain 
among dieters who have successfully lost weight. However, the goal 
literature has focused mainly on attainment goals in which the desired 
state exceeds the current state but has neglected the maintenance 
goals in which the current state is equal to or better than the desired 
state (Brodscholl, Kober, and Higgins 2006).  High record of relapse 
casts doubt on whether research findings about attainment goals are 
applicable to maintenance goals. Our research aims to contrast these 
two goal types. 

First, we hypothesize that maintenance goals are characterized 
by a more ambiguous endpoint of the goal pursuit than attainment 
goals (H1). This is because maintainers are already in the desired 
state so the endpoint in terms of when to stop pursuing the goal is less 
clear. In contrast, attainers have the desired state as a clear endpoint 
of the pursuit. Second, using mental simulation (Taylor et al 1998) 
as our theoretical underpinning, we examined how maintainers and 
attainers evaluate goal fulfilling strategies. Prior research (Thomson, 
Hamilton, and Petrova 2009) shows that consumers are chronically 
sensitive to outcomes. However, maintenance goals are less 
temporally bounded so they should make maintainers focus on the 
process of using a strategy. Thus, we hypothesize that maintainers 
will engage in both process-focused and outcome-focused mental 
simulation. In contrast, attainers, who try to close the gap between 
the current and the desired state, should engage in more outcome-
focused (vs. process-focused) mental simulation (H2) Moreover, 
because maintainers will consider only strategies that are feasible 
to use and effective whereas attainers will consider any strategy that 
seems to deliver satisfactory outcomes, maintainers should consider 
and use fewer strategies that attainers (H3). Lastly, we examined how 
the two groups of consumers make trade-off between effort intensity 
and temporal dispersion of strategy implementation. Specifically, we 
investigated preference between a temporal dispersed – effortfully 
less intense strategy (e.g. 15 minutes exercise, 6 times per week) vs. 
a temporally concentrated – effortfully more intense strategy (e.g. 45 
minutes exercise, 2 times per week). We hypothesize that maintainers 
will prefer the former strategy because it appears to be more feasible 
to implement whereas attainers will prefer the latter strategy because 
they are more subject to instrumentality bias, a naïve belief that more 
intense effort will lead to a better reward (H4).  

Study 1 (n = 120) with a 2 (goal type) x 2 (replicates: cholesterol 
and savings goals) design supported H1, H2, and H3 in both goal 
domains. The results showed that maintenance goals had a less clear 
endpoint than attainment goals ((MMaintainers = 4.12 vs.  MAttainers = 5.28, 
F(1, 107) = 23.82, p <.01). Maintainers considered fewer number of 
strategies than attainers (MMaintainers = 3.09 vs. MAttainers = 4.07, t(59) = 
3.05, p <.01.). Lastly, maintainers engaged in both process-focused 
and outcome-focused thinking (MProcess = 5.12 vs. MOutcome = 5.02, 
t(32) <1. p >.20) while attainers engaged more in outcome-focused 
thinking (MProcess = 4.15 vs. MOutcome = 4.9, t(27) 2.93, p < .01).

Study 2 (n =120) using a 2 (goal type) x 2 strategy type 
(temporally dispersed – effortfully less intense vs. temporally 
concentrated – effortfully more intense) design with the latter as a 
repeated measure successfully replicated all findings from study 1 
and tested H4 in both cholesterol and savings domains. Maintainers 

preferred a temporally dispersed – effortfully less intense strategy 
(MLess Intense  = 5.30 vs. MMore Intense = 4.54, t (33) = 3.01, p <.05) but 
inconsistent with H4, attainers viewed both strategies as equally 
attractive (MLess Intense  = 5.40 vs. MMore Intense = 5.42, t (28)<1, p >.20). 

Study 3(n =40) measured goal type among actual gym users to 
replicate findings from studies 1 and 2 and tested H3 in the weight 
goal domain. Consistent with previous studies, maintainers used 
fewer strategies than attainers (MMaintainers = 3.25 vs. MAttainers = 4.50, 
t(60) = 2.23, p <.05), supporting H3. H4 was supported as maintainers 
preferred a temporally dispersed – effortfully less intense strategy 
(N= 10 vs. 5,  χ2 (1,14) = 2.21, p <.05) whereas attainers preferred 
the temporally concentrated – effortfully more intense strategy (N 
= 6 vs. 17,  χ2 (1,24) = 5.26, p <.05)  Moreover, attainers showed 
stronger belief in the instrumentality bias, a belief that more intense 
effort will give a better reward, than maintainers (Mmaintainers = 3.70 vs. 
Mattainers = 5.76, t(38) = 5.47, p <.01).  Mediation analysis confirmed 
that instrumentality bias mediates the effort of goal type on strategy 
choice.

Study 4 (n =54) with a 2 (goal type) x 2 (process-focused vs. 
outcome focused mental simulation) was conducted among gym 
users. The mental simulation was manipulated to test whether it is 
the underlying reason why maintainers considered fewer strategies 
than attainers. As predicted, we observe no difference in the number 
of strategies used across process-focused and outcome-focused 
conditions for maintainers, showing that maintainers naturally engage 
in both types of thinking (Mprocess = 3.16 vs. Moutcome = 2.88,  t(20) 
<1,  p>.20). In contrast, attainers who were primed to be process-
focused vs. outcome-focused reported fewer strategies (Mprocess = 2.50 
vs. Moutcome = 4.36,  t(32) 3.60,  p<.01). Thus, it is likely that mental 
simulation is the underlying reason why maintainers consider fewer 
strategies than attainers.

After providing clear evidence that the two goal types differ, we 
proceeded to examine how life circumstances impact goal adherence 
of maintainers and attainers. Study 5 (n=109) with a 2 goal type 
(maintenance vs. attainment) x 2 life circumstance (change vs. 
stability) between subjects design showed that when going through 
change in life, attainers and maintainers did not differ in the number 
of goal-consistent choices selected (Mmaintainers = 2.08 vs. Mattainers = 
2.12, t(48) <1, p >.05) indicating that changes in life circumstances 
did not help or hurt maintainers vs. attainers. However, in the 
stability condition, maintainers selected fewer number of goal-
consistent choices than attainers (Mmaintainers = 1.30 vs. Mattainers = 
2.50, t(49) = 3.18, p <.01) indicating that when there is stability in 
life circumstances, maintainers exhibit lower goal adherence than 
attainers. Further analysis revealed that maintainers predicted that 
the goal would be easier and therefore, lessened their self-regulation 
and showed lower goal adherence. 

Results across these five studies robustly established that 
maintenance goals differ from attainment goals in many important 
aspects. This 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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