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Even though there is speculation that the purpose of money is to enhance personal goal pursuit, to the best of our knowledge, there is

no prior research that empirically tests whether people reminded of money are goal-directed or simply motivated. We test this research

question with five studies.
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People’s relationship with money is inherently tied to goal 

pursuit. When people use money, they do so as an act that serves 
to reach a desired end-point (Baumeister, 1998; Carver & Scheier, 
1990). Likewise, people also obtain money for performing jobs and 
tasks that meet a standard, which also links the idea of money to goal 
pursuit. Consider the act of going to dinner at a restaurant. The diner 
who is hungry and wants to be full (i.e., this is the goal) pays mon-
ey to the restaurateur as compensation for providing the means to 
achieve the goal. Hence, money enables the means by which people 
reach myriad commonplace goals. The current work tested whether 
people reminded of money become particularly attuned to the pres-
ence of a goal in that they show enhanced motivation in the presence 
of goals.

We do not posit that reminders of money enhance motivation 
without the presence of a goal. The concept of money has many con-
notations, including greed, fair trade, free markets, and so on. In oth-
er words, the construct of money does not wholly overlap with goal 
pursuit, but is proposed to have such deep motivational connections 
that the construct of money will potentiate the psychological system 
to be ready for goal pursuit. Hence we predicted that in the pres-
ence of goal pursuit cues, reminders of the concept of money would 
stimulate motivation, relative to non-money reminders. In contrast, 
when goal pursuit cues were absent, we predicted that reminders 
of the concept of money would not change motivation relative to 
non-money reminders. We tested these hypotheses in 5 experiments. 
Using contexts ranging from financial, health, performance, and fun 
goals, we saw robust support for our predictions.

In study 1 (N = 108), we tested whether participants reminded 
of money, relative to others, would report lower purchase intentions 
if they had been given a goal of curbing their spending. An ANOVA 
with money prime and goal condition factors as predictors of spend-
ing intentions revealed the predicted interaction effect, F(1, 104) 
=5.21, p < 0.05. Planned comparisons showed that participants in the 
money condition who were given an explicit goal (versus no goal) 
reported lower spending intentions, F(1, 104) = 7.17, p < .05. Par-
ticipants in the no money condition, however, did not differ in their 
spending intentions as a function of goal condition, F < 1. 

In study 2(N = 90), we studied goal pursuit in the domain of 
limiting caloric intake. An ANOVA with money prime and goal con-
dition as predictors of healthy attitude scores revealed the predicted 
interaction effect, F(1, 86) = 4.68, p < .05. Planned comparisons re-
vealed that participants in the money condition who were presented 
with a goal to restrain their eating had more favorable attitudes to-
ward the healthy words than did participants who were not reminded 
of money, F (1, 86) = 13.81, p < .001. Furthermore, in the absence of 
being given a goal, whether participants earlier had been reminded of 
money did not affect their attitudes toward the healthy words, F < 1. 

In study 3 (N= 108), participants were once again reminded of 
money or not. They were given a lengthy set of mathematical prob-

lems to solve by hand. Some of them were told that their goal was 
to solve as many as possible, whereas others were not given a goal. 
Time spent on the problems was our dependent measures of motiva-
tion. An ANOVA with money prime and goal condition as predic-
tors revealed the predicted significant interaction effect, F(1,104) = 
18.85, p < .001. When given a goal, participants who had been primed 
with money, relative to their non-money primed counterparts, spent 
more time trying to solve the math problems (39.69 min vs. 29.64, 
F(1,104) = 17.20, p < .001). Without being given a goal, though, 
duration was equivalent among participants primed with money or 
fish (25.86 vs. 30.76, F(1,104) = 3.98, p > .05). 

Study 4 (N = 113) adopted a new context in which to study 
the effects of money cues and goals. Because people’s exposure to 
money is largely utilitarian, it could be that reminding people of the 
concept of money simply activates hard work but not goal pursuit 
per se. We tested this alternative explanation in a study in which par-
ticipants’ goal was to have fun and enjoy themselves. An ANOVA 
on intentions to do fun things revealed a significant money (vs. no 
money) and goal (vs. no goal) interaction, F(1, 109)  =4.25, p < .05. 
Specifically, when participants in the money (vs. no money) condi-
tion had a goal, they were more likely to have intentions to do fun 
things (6.47 vs. 5.56, F(1,109) = 6.09, p < .05). Furthermore, when 
participants in the money (vs. no money) condition did not have a 
goal, intentions to do fun things did not differ significantly (5.61 vs. 
5.76, F(1,109) = .19, p > .67). 

Finally, results of Study 5 (N = 96) showed that duration spent 
to solve the puzzles revealed a significant money (vs. no money) and 
task framed as fun (vs. no fun) interaction, F(1, 92)  =6.29, p < .05. 
Specifically, when participants in the money (vs. no money) condi-
tion had a task framed as fun, they spent more time on solving the 
puzzles (50.14 vs. 41.31, F(1,92) = 8.02, p < .05). Furthermore, when 
participants in the money (vs. no money) condition had a task that 
is not framed as fun, time spent on solving the puzzles did not differ 
significantly (37.35 vs. 39.56, F(1,92) = .51, p > .48). 

The findings of this research contribute to the literature in sever-
al ways. First, we demonstrate money as a tool for goal-achievement. 
Second, we integrate the literature in psychology of money and self-
regulation to highlight the underlying mechanism under the influence 
of money on goal-achievement. In sum, our data, for the first time, 
shows that money can be used as a facilitator for goal-achievement. 

rEFErEnCEs
Baumeister, Roy F. (1998). The self. In D.T. Gilbert, S.T. Fiske, & 

G. Lindzey (Eds.), Handbook of social psychology (4th ed.; pp. 
680-740). New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Carver, Charles S. and  Michael F. Scheier (1990), “Origins and 
functions of positive and negative affect: a control-process 
view,” Psychological Review, 97, 19-35. 


