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Three studies show that individuals have a more positive self-image when encountering a goal related cue subsequently to having

engaged in goal inconsistent behavior. We show that this effect can be explained by implicit self-esteem compensation, resulting in

better performance on subsequent goal pursuits.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Consider yourself indulging in your delicious warm popcorn in 

the movie theater: will the subsequent exposure to thin models in the 
commercials or movie influence your self-perception? How will this 
exposure to a goal related cue (i.e. thin model = dieting) immediately 
after having engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior (i.e. eating pop-
corn ≠ dieting) influence your self-image?

Based on previous research showing that negative affect that is 
attributed to the self will motivate behavior (Duval & Lalwani, 1999), 
we expect that a confrontation with a goal related cue (e.g. a thin 
model) after having engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior (e.g. eat-
ing an unhealthy snack) can drive goal motivation. More specifically, 
we conjecture that the increased salience of one’s own goal failure 
(e.g. diet failure), triggered by the combination of these events, will 
lead people to attribute the resulting negative affect to themselves, 
which in turn will motivate them to change the self (Dana, Lalwani, 
& Duval, 1997; Duval, Silvia, & Lalwani, 2001). This implies that 
individuals will not only try to restore/enhance their self-esteem but 
they will also strive to change the self in order to match the violated 
goal. Counter intuitively, this entails that individuals that encounter 
a goal related cue after having engaged in goal inconsistent behav-
ior end up feeling better about themselves compared to individuals 
that encountered only one or none of these events. Interestingly, this 
even leads to enhanced goal performance in subsequent, unrelated, 
situations. 

Study 1 (N=120) investigates how exposure to a goal related cue 
after engagement in goal-inconsistent behavior influences individu-
als’ self-image. We hypothesize that exposure to a goal related cue 
right after having engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior stresses the 
attribution of the failure to the self. Consequently, emotion regulation 
processes will be triggered in order to cope with this negative affect, 
resulting in enhancement of one’s self-image.1 A 2 (goal-inconsistent 
behavior: eat complete muffin, no eating) x 2 (goal reminder: thin 
models, control2) experimental design tested the isolated effects of 
goal-inconsistent behavior (eating a muffin) or goal reminder (be-
ing exposed to thin models in advertisements) against the condition 
in which participants engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior prior to 
being exposed to the desirable end-state. We measured self-image in 
a series of 16 self-image dichotomies (e.g. strong-weak, in control-
out of control) (adjusted from McFarlane, Polivy, & Herman, 1998). 
The resulting interaction effect on self-image (F(16, 93) = 2.340, p < 
0.01) indicates that, in line with previous research (e.g. Henderson-
King, Henderson-King, & Hoffmann, 2001), the single exposure to 
thin models negatively affects self-image. Interestingly, however, 
these negative effects were suppressed when participants engaged in 
goal-inconsistent behavior prior to the exposure to the thin models. 

In Study 2 (N=58) we test whether the failure attribution to the 
self and the resulting attempt to amplify and restore the self-esteem 
1  Important to note is that participants who engaged in eating the 
muffin before exposure to the thin models in the advertisements did not differ 
in the self-image ratings from the control condition. 
2  The control condition that is influenced by neither the goal incon-
sistent behavior nor the goal reminder provides a baseline measure of indi-
viduals’ self-image.

is reflected in an increased signature size, as an implicit measure of 
self-esteem (Zweigenhaft, 1977; Zweigenhaft & Marlowe, 1973). 
The results of a 2 (goal inconsistent behavior: eat complete muffin, 
no eating) x 2 (goal reminder: thin models, control) experimental 
design indicate a significant interaction effect (F(1,53)=11.272, p < 
.01). More specifically, participants who engaged in goal-inconsis-
tent behavior (ate a muffin) before being exposed to the goal related 
cue (thin model) significantly increased their signature size com-
pared to participants that either were only exposed to the thin model 
or only engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior. The results of Study 2 
support the hypothesis that exposure to a goal related cue right after 
having engaged in goal inconsistent behavior triggers self-enhance-
ment strategies. 

In the third study (N=51), we investigate whether this increased 
self-enhancement has a positive effect on goal performance in sub-
sequent unrelated situations and we generalize the previous findings 
to a studying context. A 2 (goal inconsistent behavior: above average 
leisure activity, average leisure activity) x 2 (goal reminder: attractive 
job advertisements, control) between subjects design was conducted, 
measuring signature size and amount of M&M’s consumed in a sub-
sequent taste test. The results indicate a significant interaction effect 
(F(1,47)=6.13, p < .01) for signature size. More specifically, partici-
pants who were told that they engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior 
(i.e. spend more time than average on leisure activities) before being 
exposed to the desired end-state (i.e. attractive job advertisements) 
significantly increased their signature size compared to participants 
in the other conditions. Additionally, we find a significant interaction 
effect on the consumed amount of M&M’s (F(1,47)=4.97, p < .05), 
showing that participants that engaged in goal-inconsistent behavior 
before being exposed to the desired end-state consumed less M&M’s 
during a subsequent taste test, indicating that they are better at con-
trolling themselves in an unrelated domain. A mediated moderation 
model (Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 
2007) showed that signature size partially mediated the effect of con-
sumption, implying that the self-enhancement leads participants to 
actually perform better on a goal task in a different domain. 

Taken together our results indicate that, counter intuitively, 
encountering a goal related cue subsequently to having engaged in 
goal inconsistent behavior (=goal failure) triggers self-enhancement 
strategies to restore self-esteem which even has a positive effect on 
subsequent goal performance. Coming back to our movie example, 
this implies that seeing a thin model in the movies after having in-
dulged in popcorn will make you feel better than the person next to 
you seeing the thin model without having indulged in an unhealthy 
snack. More interestingly, this will even enable you to outperform 
your neighbor on subsequent goal pursuits even in unrelated do-
mains. (Word count: 959)
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