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The Effects of Goal Anthropomorphization on Goal Pursuit

Frank May, University of South Carolina, USA

ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Extant research on anthropomorphism has exclusively focused 

on the anthropomorphization of either physical objects (Aggarwal 
and McGill 2007) or the representation of physical objects (i.e., 
brands; Aggarwal and McGill 2012). Given that anthropomorphism 
entails endowing non-human agents with human-like qualities (Ep-
ley et al. 2007), it makes sense to extend the notion of anthropomor-
phism to the abstract concept of goals—goals can be thought of as 
agentic forces in the lives of the people who possess them (Patrick 
and Hagtvedt 2012). This research explores the consequences of goal 
anthropomorphization. 

First, goal anthropomorphization must be defined—goal anthro-
pomorphization occurs whenever humanlike qualities are assigned 
to a goal. For example, a student may possess the goal of graduat-
ing with honors. If the student were to anthropomorphize her goal 
as “Mrs. Academics”, the goal representation would take on human 
characteristics. If this occurs, as the student closes in on her goal, 
instead of approaching the goal representation of “graduating with 
honors,” which lacks human qualities, she will instead be approach-
ing the anthropomorphized entity “Mrs. Academics”. 

Do people actually anthropomorphize goals? Two preliminary 
studies were conducted to explore this notion. A prudent first step 
in the study of goal anthropomorphization would be to determine if 
established antecedents of physical entity-based anthropomorphism 
apply to goals as well. Research has shown that need for control posi-
tively predicts the tendency to anthropomorphize physical entities 
(Epley et al. 2008), and the first pretest tested whether this relation-
ship holds for goals. Indeed, need for control (Burger and Cooper 
1979) positively predicted the anthropomorphization of a financial 
goal (as measured by an anthropomorphism scale adapted for finan-
cial goals; Waytz et al. 2010). That is, individuals who have the ten-
dency to anthropomorphize physical entities also direct this natural 
tendency to imbue goals with human-like attributes. The second pre-
test involved measuring the natural tendency to anthropomorphize 
goals (Waytz et al. 2010) and eight other items (e.g., dogs, cars, 
brands, insects, robots, computers, mountains, and phones) using an 
established scale that measures the tendency to anthropomorphize in 
general and adapting it for all of the items. The results revealed that 
the average goal anthropomorphism score was significantly lower 
than those of the two living items, but it was higher than those of all 
other items. These results suggest that, when left to their own devices 
without external stimuli provided by researchers or prodding from 
marketers, individuals anthropomorphize goals to a greater degree 
than they do entities that are more traditionally considered able to be 
anthropomorphized

The results from these two initial studies provide encouraging 
evidence that goals can be anthropomorphized and that an investi-
gation into the consequences of goal anthropomorphization is war-
ranted. Given that a goal is a desired end state (Bagozzi and Dholakia 
1999) that one approaches or makes progress toward (Fishbach et al. 
2005), conceptualizing a goal as possessing human qualities should 
have differential effects depending on the degree to which the per-
son setting the goal desires the company of others. People who are 
high (low) in sociability regularly approach (avoid) people in their 
everyday lives (McAdams 1988). Therefore, it is hypothesized that 
goal anthropomorphization will help (hurt) individuals who are high 
(low) in sociability when the goal is anthropomorphized as a person 

to be approached (study 1, 2 and 3), but this relationship will reverse 
when the goal is anthropomorphized as a person to be avoided (stud-
ies 2 and 3). Furthermore, perceptions of goal fit will mediate this 
interaction (study 2).

Study one tested the notion that goal anthropomorphization 
would help (hurt) those who are high (low) in sociability using a 
2 (anthropomorphism: high vs. low) X 2 (sociability: high vs. low) 
between subjects design. Participants first described their health 
goals. Next, they indicated how motivated they were to achieve their 
health goals. Afterward, the goal anthropomorphism scale used in the 
second preliminary study was completed. Finally, participants com-
pleted a sociability scale (Cheek and Buss 1981). For participants 
high (low) in sociability, as the tendency to anthropomorphize goals 
increased (decreased), so did goal motivation. Additionally, it was 
shown that sociability and the tendency to anthropomorphize goals 
were not related.

While the first study demonstrated the effects of natural goal an-
thropomorphization, study two demonstrates the effects of complete-
ly active goal anthropomorphization. A 3 (Goal conceptualization: 
Anthropomorphized goal-inconsistent outcome, Non-anthropomor-
phized goal, Anthropomorphized goal) x 2 (sociability: high vs. low) 
between subjects design was utilized. In the non-anthropomorphized 
goal condition, participants merely described their health goals. In 
the anthropomorphized goal (anthropomorphized goal-inconsistent 
outcome) condition, participants described their goals as personi-
fied by a third person character named Mr./Mrs. Health (Mr./Mrs. 
Anti-Health). Sociability was measured as it was in study one. For 
people who were high (low) in sociability, motivation was higher 
in the goal anthropomorphization (goal-inconsistent outcome an-
thropomorphization) condition than in the non-anthropomorphized 
goal condition. Additionally, for people who were high (low) in so-
ciability, motivation was lower in the goal-inconsistent outcome an-
thropomorphization (goal anthropomorphization) than it was in the 
non-anthropomorphized goal condition. A similar pattern emerged 
for purchase intentions toward a goal related item (i.e., a book on 
healthy living). Finally, goal fit mediated the interactive effects of 
anthropomorphization and sociability. 

In the third study, it is demonstrated that the effects of goal 
anthropomorphization extend to actual goal-related behavior. A 2 
(Anthropomorphism: absent vs. present) x 2 (goal framing: goal vs. 
goal-inconsistent outcome) x 2 (sociability: high vs. low) design was 
utilized. In this study, participants were asked to solve anagrams. 
Before solving the anagrams, the participants were asked to either 
describe the goal of solving puzzles, or the exact opposite of the 
goal of solving puzzles, in an anthropomorphized or non-anthropo-
morphized manner (as was done in study two). Afterward, the par-
ticipants were directed to a screen that contained 80 anagrams and 
were told that they could exit the anagram solving task at any time. 
However, they were automatically exited from the task after 5 min-
utes. Sociability was measured as it was in previous studies. In the 
goal condition, people high (low) in sociability persisted longer on 
the puzzle task in the anthropomorphized (non-anthropomorphized) 
condition. In the goal-inconsistent outcome condition, people low 
(high) in sociability persisted longer on the puzzle task in the anthro-
pomorphized (non-anthropomorphized) condition.
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