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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
From deciding what dessert to order to choosing which airline 

to fly so that one can accrue more mileage points, consumer behavior 
is largely goal driven. Goals can be broadly dichotomized into attain-
ment and maintenance goals: Whereas for attainment goals the actual 
state differs from the desired state (e.g., decrease one’s weight from 
165 to 164 pounds), for maintenance goals the actual and the desired 
states match, and need to remain matched (e.g., keep one’s weight at 
165 pounds or less). Although extant research examined how valu-
ation of one’s labor (Brodscholl et al. 2007), satisfaction (Koo and 
Fishbach 2010), and perceived difficulty (Stamatogiannakis et al. 
2010) differ between the two goal types, it is unclear under what cir-
cumstances consumers are more likely and more motivated to pursue 
each type of goal. It is also unknown whether and how consumers 
with different cultural background may behave differently towards 
the two goal types—an issue that impacts firms’ market segmentation 
and internationalization endeavors. The current research seeks to fill 
these gaps in the literature.

Cultural values are the shared, abstract ideas about what is good 
and desirable in a society (Williams 1970).  An important dimen-
sion of culture is whether individuals value independence vs. inter-
dependence (Markus and Kitayama 1991): Individuals from Eastern 
cultures tend to have interdependent self-construals and uphold such 
values as maintaining harmony and social order. However, those 
from Western cultures tend to have independent self-construals and 
uphold such values as personal achievement and being distinct from 
others. Because independent cultural values often emphasize going 
beyond a current state (e.g., attain higher social status), they are likely 
to increase the appeal of attainment goals (e.g., increase one’s GPA at 
school). In contrast, interdependent cultural values often emphasize 
maintaining the current state (e.g. maintaining existing social order 
and harmony), so they are likely to increase the appeal of mainte-
nance goals (e.g., maintain one’s GPA). Thus, we posit that individu-
als who value independence (interdependence) tend to be more (less) 
motivated to pursue attainment goals. Moreover, the independent and 
interdependent values can coexist within any person (Singelis 1994), 
and their accessibility can be temporarily increased by contextual 
factors (Brewer and Gardner 1996; Maddux et al. 2010). For such 
situationally activated cultural values, we expect to observe the same 
pattern of behaviors.

Whereas independent cultural values emphasize undertaking ac-
tions driven by one’s own will, interdependent cultural values empha-
size sharing the vision of one’s social group (Markus and Schwartz 
2010). Thus, framing an attainment goal as reflecting an individual’s 
own will (and hence highlighting the correspondence with indepen-
dent values) is likely to boost the person’s motivation for that attain-
ment goal. In contrast, framing a maintenance goal as reflecting the 
will of a close social group (and hence highlighting the correspondence 
with interdependent values) is likely to increase motivation to pursue 
that maintenance goal. Therefore, we propose that attainment (main-
tenance) goals tend to be more motivating when they are framed as 
reflecting one’s independent will (the will of one’s close social group). 

We tested our propositions in five studies. Study 1 had a 2 na-
tional culture (USA vs. China) × 2 goal type (attainment vs. main-
tenance) between-participant design. Participants read a goal situ-
ation from two goal domains (exercise and finance) and indicated 

how motivating they found the goal of increasing (vs. maintaining) 
the current level (e.g., exercising more vs. maintaining the exiting 
level of exercising). The results show a significant interaction effect 
(p<.002): attainment (maintenance) goals are more motivating for 
individuals from the USA (China). 

Study 2 used a 2(priming: independence vs. interdependence) ×2 
(goal type: attainment vs. maintenance) between participants design. 
First, we primed independence (interdependence; Brewer and Gard-
ner 1996). Next, participants were asked to think about their favorite 
charity, and indicate the amount they would like to donate to it. Then, 
they reported willingness to pre-commit to donating the same amount 
(maintenance goal), or the same amount plus 1 cent (attainment goal) 
for the next year. As expected, the priming × goal type interaction 
was significant (p<.006). Willingness to pre-commit to an attainment 
(maintenance) goal was higher in the independence (interdependence) 
priming condition. 

Study 3 used a 2×2 mixed design with goal domain (weight 
and GPA goals) as the within-participants factor and goal type (at-
tainment versus maintenance) as the between-participant factor. 
Moreover, we measured participants’ independent vs. interdependent 
tendency (Singelis 1994) and regulatory focus orientation (Higgins 
1997). Replicating previous results, the goal type×cultural tendency 
interaction was significant (p<.002). Controlling for a potential con-
founding variable—regulatory focus, did not affect the findings. 

In study 4, participants were assigned to a 2×2 between partici-
pants design with goal framing (for self vs. for close social group) 
and goal type (attainment vs. maintenance). Half of the participants 
read the attainment goal version of three goal pursuit contexts, and 
the other half read the maintenance goal version. In addition, par-
ticipants in the “for self” condition were told that each goal is pur-
sued following individual (vs. one’s close social group’s) will. As 
predicted, the framing×goal interaction was significant (p<.002). At-
tainment (maintenance) goals were more motivating when they were 
framed as reflecting one’s independent will (the will of one’s close 
social group).

In Study 5, we tracked and analyzed 1,607 consumers’ weight 
goal pursuit behaviors in the field. Compared to individuals who value 
independence (and thus have fewer friends supporting their efforts), 
those who value interdependence (and thus have more friends support-
ing their efforts) were more (less) likely to adopt (p<.001), and more 
(less) motivated to pursue maintenance (attainment) goals (p<.03). 

Taken together, the results of studies provided converging sup-
port for our proposition—cultural values interact with goal types 
to impact motivation for goal pursuit. This research contributes to 
theory and practice. Our work is amongst the first to bridge two im-
portant research streams in consumer behavior—goals and cultures. 
Our results suggest that the two types of goals should be leveraged 
differently across cultures to optimize motivation for goal pursuit. 
Managers, for example, can engineer consumption contexts to ac-
tivate respective cultural values, nudging consumers towards goals 
congruent with firms’ marketing objectives.
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Table 1: Summary of Key Results

Study Independent 
Variables

Dependent 
variable Significant effects & means

1

National Culture Motivation for 
Goal pursuit in 
7-point scale

Goal type x cultural value (F(1,181) = 9.9, p < .002). Planned contrasts: 
Americans: (Mattainment = 5.89 vs. Mmaintenance = 5.3, F(1,181) = 5.96, p < .02)
Chinese (Mattainment = 5.46 vs. Mmaintenance = 5.85 , F(1,181) = 3.92, p < .05)

Goal type 
Goal pursuit 
Context

2
Primed Cultural 
values

Motivation for 
Goal pursuit in 
7-point scales

Prime × goal type (F(1,121) = 7.84, p < .006).
Planned contrasts:
Interdependence prime: (Mattainment = 3.98 vs. Mmaintenance = 4.90, F(1,121) = 4.67, p < .04). 
Independence prime: (Mattainment = 4.88 vs. Mmaintenance = 4.00, F(1,121) = 3.35, p < .07). Goal type

3

Chronic Cultural 
values

Motivation for 
Goal pursuit in 
7-point scales

Goal type × independent-interdependent score (β = -1.42, t(106) = 3.2, p < .002). 
Spotlights:
Participants high on independence tended to find attainment goals more motivating 
than maintenance goals, although this effect was not significant (β = -.83, t(106) = 1.40, 
p < .20). 
Participants high on interdependence found maintenance goals more motivating than 
attainment goals, (β = 2.13, t(106) = 4.82, p < .001)
NS effects for Regulatory Focus

Goal type
Chronic Regulatory 
Focus

Goal pursuit 
Context

4

Goal Framing

Motivation for 
Goal pursuit in 
7-point scales

Goal type × goal framing (F(1,185) = 9.9, p < .002). 
Planned Contrasts: 
Attainment goals (Mself = 5.04 vs. Mgroup = 4.73, F(1,185) = 4.4, p < .04). 
Maintenance goals (Mself = 4.75 vs. Mgroup = 5.07, F(1,185) = 5.6, p < .02). 
NS effects for Regulatory Focus

Goal type
Chronic Regulatory 
Focus
Goal pursuit 
Context

5a Number of Friends Goal type 
preference

Individuals with more friends preferred maintenance goals (Mattainment = 1.56 vs. 
Mmaintenance = 4.48, z = 4.94, p < .001).

5b

Number of Friends

Money at stake 

Goal type × number of friends (β = 71.12, t (1603) = 2.18, p < .03).  
Spotlights:
Users with many friends (p > .10).
Users with fewer friends put more money at stake when they had attainment versus a 
maintenance goals (β = -440.2, t (1603) = 2.94, p < .01).

Goal type


