
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
The Influence of Discrete Emotions on Strategic Goal-Setting

Karthik Easwar, Ohio State University, USA 
Patricia West, Ohio State University, USA 

 
In study 1, we identify the role of regulatory focus in affect regulation explaining some of the contradictory results previously seen in

the literature.  In study 2, we use regulatory focus to identify how different emotions, not general affect, influence affect regulation

motivation and strategic goal-setting.

 
 
[to cite]:

Karthik Easwar and Patricia West (2012) ,"The Influence of Discrete Emotions on Strategic Goal-Setting", in NA - Advances in

Consumer Research Volume 40, eds. Zeynep Gürhan-Canli, Cele Otnes, and Rui (Juliet) Zhu, Duluth, MN : Association for

Consumer Research, Pages: 680-681.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1011699/volumes/v40/NA-40

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1011699/volumes/v40/NA-40
http://www.copyright.com/


680 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

The Influence of Discrete Emotions on Strategic Goal-Setting
Karthik Easwar, Ohio State University, USA
Patricia M. West, Ohio State University, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT 
People regulate affect when they choose options and behaviors 

specifically for their affect-related consequences (Cohen et al. 2008). 
Generally, people prefer to experience positive affect, a desire that 
manifests itself in two different affect regulation motivations; pro-
tection and lifting (Zillman 1988). When mood protecting, people 
attempt to remain in a positive affective state by avoiding tasks that 
may produce negative outcomes (Andrade and Cohen 2007; Isen and 
Means 1983). When mood-lifting, people approach various tasks in 
hopes of an affective boost. 

People in a positive affective state tend to exhibit a mood pro-
tection motivation.  They engage in more enjoyable behaviors, avoid 
painful experiences, take fewer risks, and help less, in order to main-
tain their positivity (Andrade 2005; Andrade and Cohen 2007; Forest 
et al. 1979; Isen and Geva 1987; Isen and Means 1983). 

Those in a negative affective state worry less about the affec-
tive consequences of their choices, seek more variety and are more 
helpful than those experiencing positive affect (Cialdini and Fultz 
1990; Cohen et al. 2008; Drolet and Luce 2004; Wegener and Petty 
1994). However, when experiencing negative affect people’s fo-
cus on mood-lifting differed depending on their beliefs about the 
transience and controllability of their affective state (Labroo and 
Muhkopadhyay 2009; Shen and Wyer 2008; Tice, Bratslavsky, and 
Baumeister 2001). Norem and Cantor (1986) argue for two regula-
tion strategies: defensive pessimism, in which people prepare for the 
worst, and optimism in which they hope for the best. However, they 
provide little insight into what underlying process leads to the selec-
tion of a strategy.

Our research identifies regulatory focus as the process by which 
affective states influence affect regulation motivation. Regulatory 
focus theory argues that there are two separate and independent self-
regulatory orientations: prevention and promotion (Higgins, 1997). 
A prevention focus emphasizes safety, responsibility, and security 
needs, is concerned with losses, and is especially sensitive to fail-
ure. A promotion focus emphasizes hopes, accomplishments, and 
advancement needs, is concerned with gains, and is especially sensi-
tive to attainment. Thus, someone who is either chronically, or situ-
ationally, prevention-focused generally prefers a “vigilant strategy”, 
and someone who is either chronically, or situationally, promotion-
focused generally prefers an “eager strategy” (Crowe and Higgins, 
1997; Higgins et al., 2001).

We hypothesize that one’s current affective state will directly 
impact their motivational state, which in turn will affect goal-setting, 
but that this impact will depend on one’s regulatory focus. We also 
expect that the affect regulation motivation of an individual will 
drive their goal-setting strategy; a protection motivation will lead 
to low goal-setting while a lift motivation will lead to higher goal-
setting. In other words, participants who are protection motivated 
will set goals lower than those who are lift motivated, regardless of 
their affective state.

Study 1 utilized a 3 × 3 between subjects, factorial design where 
affective state (positive, neutral or negative) was induced using pre-
viously tested videos (Cohen and Andrade 2004) and regulatory fo-
cus was manipulated by having participants write about their hopes 
and aspirations (promotion focus) or their duties and obligations 
(prevention focus) or daily routine (Freitas and Higgins 2002). 

The dependent variable was the goal set in an anagram task. Af-
ter setting a goal, participants evaluated their level of agreement with 
two key statements intended to capture their affect regulation moti-
vation (“I chose this goal because I wanted to improve my state of 
mind” and “I chose this goal because I wanted to keep the same state 
of mind”; Cohen and Andrade 2004). Using these two items, we cre-
ated a Motivation Score to capture the degree of one’s affect regula-
tion motivation. This index ranged from -6 to 6, where -6 indicates a 
strong protection motivation and 6 indicates a strong lift motivation. 

Results from study 1 (see table 1) indicate that participants in 
a positive affective state who were promotion focused, displayed a 
greater lift motivation than either those who were prevention focused 
or had no induced regulatory focus. In a negative affective state, par-
ticipants who were prevention focused were the most protection ori-
ented when compared to those who were promotion focused or had 
no induced regulatory focus.  These results demonstrate that regula-
tory focus is moderating the effect of affective state on affect regula-
tion motivation for people experiencing negative affect. 

We expect that one’s affective regulation motivation will medi-
ate the relationship between the current affective state by regulatory 
focus interaction and the goal-set. We support this hypothesis using 
Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure to test for me-
diation (see figure 1). This mediation analysis shows that, regardless 
of their affective state, protection motivated participants set lower 
goals than participants that are lift motivated.

Table 1
study 1: Affect regulation Motivation and Goal-setting by 

Affective state and regulatory Focus

Affective state

regulatory 
Focus Positive neutral negative

Motivation Score

Promotion -.19 -.08 -1.07
Prevention 1.70 -.13 1.15
No Focus 1.35 .31 -.09

Goal-Setting

Promotion 30.0 31.4 34.6
Prevention 23.5 31.1 25.5
No Focus 25.6 30.5 31.2

Figure 1
study 1: Affect regulation serving as Mediator of Goal
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In a second study, we extend the literature on affect regulation 
by studying the role of specific emotions in strategic goal-setting.  
Previous research has indicated that while happiness and calm are 
both positive affective states, they have very different regulatory fo-
cuses. Specifically, calmness is associated with a prevention focus, 
while happiness is associated with a promotion focus.  Similarly, 
anxiety is associated with a prevention focus, while sadness is as-
sociated with a promotion focus.  Based on the results from study 1, 
we expect that regardless of affective state, those who are prevention 
focused will set lower goals than those who are promotion focused.  
Supporting this general hypothesis, we find that those who were in 
an anxious mood (prevention focused) set lower goals than those 
who were sad (promotion focused).  While not as strong an effect, 
those who were calm (prevention focused) also set lower goals than 
those who were happy (promotion focused).  

Our research expands the affect regulation literature in three 
key ways.  First, we extend this work by demonstrating that goal-set-
ting – because it divides the outcome space into success and failure 
(Heath, Larrick, and Wu 1999) – is a tailor-made way to strategically 
regulate affect. Second, we identify the role of regulatory focus in af-
fect regulation, in the process, explaining some of the contradictory 
results previously seen in the literature.  Finally, we use regulatory 
focus to identify how different emotions, not general affect, influ-
ence affect regulation motivation and strategic goal-setting.
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