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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Based on the regulatory fit phenomenon, the authors examined 

how goal (non)attainment of a particular goal can influence subse-
quent behavior through changes in regulatory focus (experiments 1 
and 2). Experiment 3 shed light into the boundary conditions of this 
phenomenon and how emotions play a role into the process. 

Feedback about goal progress or goal attainment represents a 
mundane experience in consumers’ lives. A lot has been done to un-
derstand how performance feedback impacts motivational aspects 
such as goal pursuit, commitment and goal revision (Finkelstein and 
Fishbach 2012). Much less is known, however, on how performance 
feedback influences people’s specific mindsets, and particularly, reg-
ulatory focus. Despite the huge literature in the area (Crowe and Hig-
gins 1997; Shah, Higgins and Friedman 1998; Higgins et al 2003), 
the role of previous success and failure on state regulatory focus, and 
subsequent behavior is yet to be systematically investigated. 

According to the classic psychological theories of motivation, it 
is possible to suggest that success feedback induces approach moti-
vation, whereas failure feedback raises avoidance motivation (Atkin-
son 1974; Carver and Sheier 1998). Therefore, we hypothesize (H1) 
that promotion (vs. prevention)-focused message in a subsequent 
task will be more persuasive after people have succeeded in a pre-
vious unrelated task whereas a prevention (vs. promotion)-focused 
message in a subsequent task will be more persuasive after people 
failed in a previous unrelated task.

Achieving (vs. not achieving) a goal, not surprisingly, triggers 
meaningful emotional reactions (Carver, 2006). People feel happy 
and proud after accomplishing a task (Higgins et al. 2001), whereas 
disappointment and frustration arise when the goal is not attained 
(Bosmans and Baumgartner 2005). An open question is the extent to 
which these emotions contribute to the previously predicted interac-
tion or if a simple cognitive priming of goal (non)attainment suffices 
to impact regulatory focus. We hypothesize (H2) that emotions play 
a major role into the process and that the feeling of disappointment 
and/or frustration (rather than the sheer priming of goal non-attain-
ment) is critical into making people more sensitive to a prevention 
focus message. Similarly, the feelings of joy and/or pride (rather than 
the sheer priming of goal attainment) are critical into making people 
more persuaded by a promotion focus message.

Experiment 1 (n = 148) used a 2 (goal: attained vs. unattained) 
by 2 (message frame: promotion focus vs. prevention focus) between 
subjects design to test H1. Participants were informed that the goal 
of the study was to analyze individual’s problem solving skills.  The 
goal (solve the problems) was either attainable or not and partici-
pants were randomly assigned to one of the conditions (Puca and 
Schmalt 1999, Shah and Kruglanski 2002).  In the second part of the 
experiment, participants read one of two advertisements for a brand 
juice, framed in a promotion or prevention focus manner (adapted 
from Aaker and Lee 2001). Finally, they evaluated the target prod-
uct. As expected, participants showed stronger attitude toward the 
ad and higher willingness to buy the product when being exposed to 
promotion frame message after having attained a goal in previously 
unrelated task, whereas the opposite was true when participants had 
failed to attain the goal in previously unrelated task. In that case, the 
prevention focus message dominated. H1 was supported (Attitude; F 

(1, 144) = 18.58, p < .001; ηp
2 = .114; WTB; F (1, 144) = 12.9, p < 

.001, ηp
2 = .082). 

Experiment 2 (n = 120) was designed to replicate the previous 
findings and to test the robustness of the effect using a more conse-
quential dependent variable. The procedure followed was similar to 
the one used in experiment 1, but participants, who had received a 
U$3.00 fee, could use the money to purchase the product (the grape 
juice). Results confirm the evidence that when the goal was attained 
in a previous irrelevant task, participants paid on average more for 
the product when the ad message was framed in a promotion (vs. 
prevention) focus manner. The opposite pattern was observed when 
the goal was not attained (F (1, 116) = 12.78, p < .001, ηp

2 = .099). 
As expected, a two-way interaction between goal and message frame 
emerged both for the, supporting H1.

Experiment 3 (n = 240) tested H2 - the role of emotions - and 
employed a 2 (goal: attained vs. unattained) x 2 (message frame: 
promotion focus vs. prevention focus) x 2 (task: real vs. hypotheti-
cal) between subjects design. In the hypothetical task condition, par-
ticipants were given instructions about the task and were asked to 
quickly imagine going through it and attaining (vs. non-attaining) the 
goal. In the real condition, like in the previous experiments, partici-
pants went through the actual task and either attained or not the goal. 
Participants were then exposed to a promotion vs. prevention mes-
sage frame in a subsequent unrelated study. In the actual task condi-
tion, where participants did feel significantly prouder (frustrated) for 
having attained (not attained) the goal, the findings replicate the 2 
previous studies. In the hypothetical goal condition, however, where 
participants did not experience stronger feelings of pride or frustra-
tion, the interaction went way. Study 3 sets an important boundary 
condition. Simply priming people with hypothetical goal (non)at-
tainment manipulation is not enough to generate the regulatory fit 
phenomenon observed in experiments 1 and 2. It requires that people 
experience the pleasures and pains associated with goal (non)attain-
ment for the effect to emerge. 
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