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This research examines the relationship between goal progress and construal level and its influence on subsequent goal pursuit. Across

four studies, we show that greater goal progress induces higher-level construals and that as people perceive greater goal progress,

abstract thinking is more likely to promote goal-consistent behavior than concrete thinking.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
According to control theory (Carver and Scheier 1990), high 

goal progress induces a sense of goal attainment and signals that less 
effort is needed. Thus, people tend to decrease their effort when per-
ceiving sufficient goal progress. However, other work indicates that 
people tend to disengage from a focal goal when facing adversity 
in the course of goal pursuit because lack of progress indicates that 
continued investments in effort are unlikely to pay off in the end 
(Schmidt et al. 2009). Furthermore, expectancy value theories of mo-
tivation postulate a curvilinear relationship between goal expectancy 
and motivation, with motivation being lowest at low and high levels 
of goal expectancy respectively (Atkinson 1957; Louro et al. 2007). 
Combined, these studies led to seemingly inconsistent predictions 
about how goal progress will affect motivation, raising questions 
about how high (low) goal progress can lead to both increased and 
decreased motivation as well as how to best motivate people. 

Theories of mental construal posit that any action can be or-
ganized in a cognitive hierarchy, from low-level identities pertain-
ing to how one acts to high-level identities pertaining to why one 
acts (Trope et al. 2007; Vallacher and Wegner 1987). Furthermore, 
action identification theory advocates the existence of an optimal 
level of identification, whereby identification level shifts in order to 
perform or maintain actions effectively (Houser-Marko and Sheldon 
2008). More specifically, it proposes that when an action is difficult, 
complex, or unfamiliar, conscious concern shifts to the details of the 
action (i.e., low-level identifications) (Vallacher and Wegner 1989). 
Similarly, we predict that people perceiving low progress may pay 
more attention to specific means or sub-acts required to effectively 
achieve their goals (a lower level of construal), whereas people per-
ceiving high progress may consider the general meaning or value of 
their goal (a higher level of construal). Formally, we hypothesize that 
greater perceived goal progress leads to higher levels of construal 
than lesser perceived goal progress.

Research based on regulatory engagement theory (Higgins 
2006; Higgins et al. 2008) suggests that valuations of goals are af-
fected by actors’ consideration of whether the process of goal pursuit 
is the proper or right way to pursue the goal. Valuations are particu-
larly affected by intensifying the force of attraction toward the goal. 
Earlier, we predicted that people would consider their goal pursuit at 
different levels depending on goal progress. If goal progress drives 
people’s attention to different aspects of goal pursuit (why vs. how), 
then there will be a more and less appropriate manner in which peo-
ple consider pursuing their goals. More precisely, we anticipate that 
people perceiving greater progress may think of their goal pursuit 
at an abstract, superordinate level, whereas people perceiving lesser 
progress may think of their goal pursuit in a concrete, subordinate 
manner. Following the notion that fit effects (appropriateness) in-
crease goal engagement and the valuation of goals, we expect that 
thinking of goal pursuit in an appropriate manner will in turn influ-
ence engagement and subsequent self-regulation.  

Studies 1 and 2 tested the relationship between goal progress 
and construal level. Study 1 employed a social comparison to induce 
different levels of goal progress and examined its influence on con-
strual level using a classification task (Liberman et al. 2002), where 
participants were asked to classify objects into categories. As we 
predicted, participants in the high progress condition classified ob-

jects in more inclusive ways using fewer categories (M = 5.16) than 
participants in the low progress condition (M = 6.13; F(1,75) = 5.32, 
p < .05). In study 2, we manipulated perceived goal progress using 
low versus high standards (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). To examine 
whether different levels of perceived goal progress draw people’s 
attention to different aspects of goal pursuit, we asked participants to 
list thoughts that came to their mind as they considered the pursuit of 
their fitness goals. Supporting our hypothesis, participants in the high 
progress condition listed a larger proportion of “why” thoughts (M 
=.626) than “how” thoughts (M = .374). Conversely, participants in 
the low progress condition generated a greater proportion of “how” 
thoughts (M = .630) compared to “why” thoughts (M = .370; F(77) 
= 6.78, p < .05). 

Studies 3 and 4 examined how the fit between goal progress 
and construal level influences motivation. Study 3 induced different 
levels of goal progress using high versus low standards with which 
participants could compare their progress toward academic goals. 
We then asked participants to consider how or why they pursue their 
academic goals. Results showed that participants in the high progress 
condition planned to spend more time studying after abstract (vs. 
concrete) thinking (Mwhy = 4.30, Mhow= 3.41). Conversely, partici-
pants in the low progress condition planned to spend more time after 
concrete (vs. abstract) thinking (Mhow = 4.56, Mwhy = 3.68; F(1, 95) 
= 5.30, p < .05). Study 4 replicated the motivational influence of fit 
in another goal domain and demonstrated the underlying process of 
the fit effects. We used social comparisons to manipulate goal prog-
ress and asked participants to think about how or why they should 
achieve their money management goals. We found that participants 
in the high progress condition intended to spend less money eating 
out with friends when they thought about their pursuit of money man-
agement goals in abstract terms rather than in concrete terms (Mwhy = 
3.62, Mhow = 4.70), whereas participants in the low progress condition 
planned to spend less money eating out when they construed their 
goal pursuit in a concrete manner rather than in an abstract manner 
(Mhow = 3.27, Mwhy = 4.64; F(1, 88) = 6.56, p < .05). Furthermore, we 
found engagement (e.g., “feeling motivated”) partially mediates the 
influence of fit on self-regulation.

From a theoretical perspective, this research extends our knowl-
edge of how perceived goal progress influences individuals’ mental 
construal. Our findings also provide an answer to the question of 
how to motivate or persuade people based on the relationship be-
tween goal progress and construal level. Our findings suggest that if 
an advertising campaign primarily focuses on those who have made 
sufficient progress toward their goals, it would be better to employ 
concrete (vs. abstract) construals. However, if the campaign targets 
people who have made sufficient progress, abstract (vs. concrete) 
construals would be more effective.
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