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Three studies explore the role of mindset abstraction in multiple goal management and demonstrate that the approach to resolving goal

conflict depends on one’s mindset. Concrete thinkers use goal-choice strategies, inhibiting alternative goals or prioritizing goals;

whereas, abstract thinkers adopt an integrative approach, searching for multifinal means.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Pursuit of a certain goal (i.e., managing weight) is often chal-

lenged by the presence of alternative goals (i.e., enjoying a tasty 
chocolate cake). How individuals solve this goal conflict and manage 
multiple goals has been an important topic of self-regulation (Em-
mons King & Sheldon 1993; Shah 2005). 

Because multiple goals compete for one’s available resources, 
the classic approach to resolving goal conflict usually involves a 
tradeoff. An individual has to exercise a goal choice through (1) goal 
prioritization: focusing on more important goals and temporarily 
withdrawing alternative goals (Shah 2005; Simon 1967) or (2) goal 
shielding: cognitively inhibiting alternative goals that compete for 
one’s resources (Kuhl 1984; Shah Friedman & Kruglanski 2002). 
Recently, Kopetz et al. (2010) propose an alternative solution to goal 
conflict, quest for multifinal means which afford simultaneous pur-
suit of several goals. For example, one can attain the goals of main-
taining slim figure and food enjoyment at the same time by choosing 
tasty, low-calorie foods. They further argue that a quest for multifinal 
means should be preferred over the goal-choice approach because 
individuals intend to maximize the return on their investment.

The current research proposes that the approach to goal conflict 
resolution differs depending on one’s mindset. Construal level theory 
posits that individuals can represent an object at different levels of 
abstraction, where abstract mental representations are schematic and 
extracting the gist from available information and concrete represen-
tations are relatively unstructured and including contextual features 
(Liberman Trope & Wakslak 2007). It has been shown that abstract 
(vs. concrete) construal enhances searching for similarities (vs. dis-
similarities) of given stimuli (Förster 2009). Building on construal 
level theory, we argue that concrete thinkers, adopting an exclusion-
ary approach, will use a goal-choice strategy. They will shield the fo-
cal goal from alternative goals (Hypothesis1) or prioritize their goals 
(Hypothesis2) when a focal goal is highlighted. However, abstract 
thinkers, adopting an integrative approach, will search for multifinal 
means when facing goal conflicts (Hypothesis3). Three studies were 
conducted to examine these hypotheses. 

Study1, to examine Hypothesis1, used a 2 (mindset: abstract 
vs. concrete)×2 (goal commitment: strong vs. weak) between-par-
ticipants design. Participants first performed a mindset manipulation 
task, either comparing a traditional camera with a digital camera 
or comparing two digital cameras (Malkoc Zauberman & Bettman 
2010). They then listed a personality characteristic which they had 
a slight (vs. strong) desire to attain. After that, they listed other per-
sonality characteristics that you were also trying to attain in addi-
tion to the one previously listed. We measured the extent of goal 
shielding by counting the number of alternative personality charac-
teristics listed. Results showed a significant mindset-goal commit-
ment interaction (F(1, 147)=6.76; p=.01). Specifically, participants 
with concrete mindset listed fewer alternative characteristics when 
the focal goal commitment was strong (Mstrong=2.86 vs. Mweak=4.9); 
however, participants with abstract mindset listed similar numbers of 
alternative characteristics regardless of goal commitment (Mstrong=4.7 
vs. Mweak=4). 

Study2, testing Hypothesis2, measured perceived importance of 
alternative goals after the introduction of a focal goal. We recruited 

participants who had not had lunch and had intention to have lunch 
later that day. We enhanced focal goal (having lunch) importance 
by using a fictitious scientific report discussing the importance of 
lunch. After that, participants were asked to list three activities they 
had planned for the rest of that day. Then, they completed the same 
mindset manipulation task in Study 1. Finally, they rated the im-
portance of having lunch and each of the three planned activities. 
Regardless of the mindset manipulation, participants listed similar 
activities, such as “doing homework,” “going to class,” and “exer-
cising.” Also, participants perceived having lunch equally important 
across conditions (Mabstract=5.31, Mconcrete=4.47, p=.1). More impor-
tantly, abstract thinkers perceived the first and the second alterna-
tive goals (M1st-alternative=6.69, M2nd-alternative=6.63) more important than 
concrete thinkers did (M1st-alternative=5.07, M2nd-alternative=5.67) (p’s<.05), 
suggesting that concrete thinkers tended to prioritize goals. Study1 
and 2 provide supporting evidence for the goal-choice behavior of 
concrete thinkers. 

To test Hypothesis3, Study3 used a 2 (mindset: abstract vs. 
concrete)×2 (focal goal importance: high vs. control) between-par-
ticipants design. We first activated two eating goals, food enjoyment 
and weight control, by asking participants to what extent they chose 
foods based on their taste or caloric content. Then, we manipulat-
ed the importance of a focal goal (food enjoyment) by asking par-
ticipants to list either three advantages and three disadvantages of 
choosing tasty foods (high focal goal importance) or three advantage 
of choosing tasty foods and three advantages of choosing low-caloric 
foods (control condition where both goals are equally important). Af-
ter that, participants performed the same mindset manipulation task 
as Studies1&2. Finally, participants were asked to list the foods they 
desired to have for dinner that day. We followed a similar procedure 
used by Kopetz et al. (2010) to compute two separate scores for each 
participant, representing the instrumentality of their listed foods to 
the goal of food enjoyment and weight control, respectively. A sig-
nificant two-way interaction (F(1, 123)=4.9, p<.03) demonstrated 
that the expansion effect of goal importance on mean set size found 
in previous research (Kopetz et al. 2010) mainly occurred in con-
crete mindset, but not in abstract mindset condition. Concrete think-
ers listed more foods in the condition of high focal goal importance 
(Mhighimportance=5.06) than in the control condition (Mcontrol=3.69); while 
abstract thinkers listed similar numbers of foods (Mhighimportance=4.27 
vs. Mcontrol=5.32, n.s.).  Further examining the instrumentality of food 
items listed by abstract versus concrete thinkers in the control condi-
tion, we found that the foods listed by abstract thinkers were equally 
instrumental to both goals (evidence of a quest for multifinal means); 
whereas, concrete thinkers listed food items which were more in-
strumental to the food enjoyment goal (evidence of goal shielding). 

The current research has both theoretical and managerial con-
tributions. First, it contributes to the goal conflict literature by iden-
tifying mindset abstraction as a key moderator. Second, it implies 
that mindset abstraction matters if marketers want consumers to see 
the benefits of a hybrid product, a product satisfying multiple goals. 
Marketers can better communicate multiple benefits of their products 
using abstract mindset framing. 
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