
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Beat Competitors Or Beat Yourself: Differential Effects of Goal Focus on Players’ Motivation in Different Stages of

Competitive Goal Pursuit

Eunjoo  Han, University of Texas at Austin, USA 
Ying Zhang, University of Texas at Austin, USA 

 
We examine how to motivate individuals in competitive goal pursuit. We propose that thinking about rivalry and competition elicits

higher motivation before the competition starts. Once the actual competition begins, we predict that individuals are more motivated by

focusing on the fixed performance standard to achieve (vs. rivalry and competition).

 
 
[to cite]:

Eunjoo  Han and Ying Zhang (2013) ,"Beat Competitors Or Beat Yourself: Differential Effects of Goal Focus on Players’

Motivation in Different Stages of Competitive Goal Pursuit", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 41, eds. Simona

Botti and Aparna Labroo, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1014950/volumes/v41/NA-41

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1014950/volumes/v41/NA-41
http://www.copyright.com/


518 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 41, ©2013

Beat Competitors or Beat Yourself: Differential Effects of Goal Focuses on Players’ 
Motivation in Different Stages of Competitive Goal Pursuit

Eunjoo Han, The University of Texas at Austin, USA
Ying Zhang, The University of Texas at Austin, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Many goal strivings take place in competitive settings, and pay-

ing attention to rivalry and competitors’ performance is generally 
expected to elicit increased motivation from players (Deci, Betley, 
Jahle, Abrams, & Porac, 1981). The present research questions if this 
belief always holds. We propose that in competitive goal pursuit fo-
cusing on a competition aspect of the goal would elicit higher moti-
vation before the competition begins (i.e., the “pre-initiation stage”). 
Once the actual competition is initiated (i.e., the “post-initiation 
stage”), however, individuals are assumed to be better motivated by 
focusing on the fixed performance standard to achieve, rather than 
competitors’ progress on the goal. 

The goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990; 2002) and the 
literature on implementation intentions (Gollwitzer 1993; 1999) give 
support to our hypothesis in the post-initiation stage. Individuals per-
form better when pursuing a specific, concrete goal as it facilitates 
an accurate assessment on goal attainability; people do not benefit 
from an abstract goal during pursuit as it does not offer an external 
referent that serves as a source of feedback on their progress (Locke 
& Latham, 1990). A specific goal, by contrast, provides unequivocal 
feedback on one’s performance, allowing people to easily monitor 
their progress. Studies also suggest that implementation intentions 
should be formulated for successful goal accomplishment during 
pursuit, which increases consistency between intentions and behav-
iors by activating “if-then” goals (Gollwitzer & Brandstätter, 1997). 

We make an opposite prediction in the pre-initiation stage. Be-
fore starting the actual competition, the level of goal commitment 
may not be high enough to ensure individuals’ high motivation. 
Thus, in the pre-initiation stage it is critical to process whether the 
goal is worth pursuing and establish goal commitment for motiva-
tion. The caveat to having a fixed performance standard in this stage 
is that it lowers an individuals’ focus to an implementation level. 
Moreover, goal desirability would be reduced because focusing on 
the fixed performance standard with no reference to the competition 
misses out on the outcome of pursuit, and therefore, diminishes the 
value of the goal. 

In the first study, participants were invited to a competitive puz-
zle game and were encouraged to outperform other participants. It 
was designed as 2 (goal focuses: competition vs. fixed performance 
standard) X 2 (goal stage: pre- vs. post-initiation), and we assessed 
participants’ motivation by the time they persisted with each of these 
partially unsolvable puzzles. We found the hypothesized interaction 
on motivation: In the pre-initiation stage conditions, participants 
who aimed to achieve higher scores than competitors (vs. the fixed 
performance standard) persisted longer in puzzles. In the post-ini-
tiation stage, conversely, participants who sought to meet the fixed 
performance standard (vs. achieve higher scores than others) spent 
more time in the competitive puzzle game. 

Study 2 tested whether the proposed mechanism holds in the 
level of performance. We invited participants to a competitive ana-
gram quiz and encouraged them to win this anagram competition 
by getting more correct answers than their competitors. We again 
manipulated the goal focus and goal stage as done in Study 1 and 
assessed participants’ performance by the number of correct answers 
submitted. We found the hypothesized interaction on performance: In 
the pre-initiation stage, participants who focused on achieving higher 

scores than others (vs. the fixed performance standard) showed high-
er performances. In the post-initiation stage, conversely, those who 
aimed at the fixed performance standard (vs. rivalry – earning higher 
scores than others) showed better performance. 

Study 3 aimed to investigate the role of goal desirability and 
attainability on individuals’ motivation and performance in the two 
different goal stages. While replicating findings of previous studies, 
we also explored the dynamic levels of motivation and performance 
across three different sessions in each of these two goal stages. 
Participants were invited to the online game competition and were 
encouraged to play the same game as many times as they wanted 
across three sessions in order to get the higher average score than 
others. The experimental procedure was identical to the prior stud-
ies. This study replicated the hypothesized effects of goal focuses on 
people’s overall level of motivation and performance in each goal 
stage. Follow-up studies revealed that people felt the higher level of 
goal attainability and desirability when participants focused on the 
competition aspect of the goal (vs. performance standard) in the pre-
initiation stage and the fixed performance standard (vs. rivalry and 
competition) in the post-initiation stage. As participants move onto 
the following sessions (i.e., from 1 to 2, and 2 to 3) in each goal stage, 
we found that those who focused on rivalry and competition (vs. the 
fixed performance standard) in the pre-initiation stage showed higher 
levels of goal attainability and desirability during pursuit, and the 
results revealed the identical pattern among those who focused on 
the performance standard (vs. competition) in the post-initiation 
stage. The level of goal desirability and attainability positively ex-
plained the level of motivation during pursuit. Follow-up analysis 
revealed that those who paid attention to the competition aspect of 
the goal in the pre-initiation stage and the fixed performance in the 
post-initiation stage were better concentrated on the given competi-
tive task. We also found that those who aimed at the fixed perfor-
mance standard (vs. rivalry and competition) in the post-initiation 
stage felt less exhausted at the end of the game in the post-initiation 
stage. We, however, did not find the identical pattern of results in the 
pre-initiation stage: The different goal focuses did not differentially 
affect individuals’ exhaustion before the actual competition started. 

In sum, this research is expected to make theoretical contri-
butions by uniting contrasting views on the roles of a competitive 
mindset in motivation and goal-oriented behaviors. The study find-
ings also convey implications to marketing practitioners, especially 
when consumers’ competitive goal- relevant behaviors are involved 
in their purchase decision making – e.g., consumers’ reactions to 
marketing tactics that encourage consumers to win the limited num-
ber of deals or gifts for purchase.
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Table 1: Summary of Results
Study Effect Stats P-value

Study 1 
Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on motivation F(1, 163) = 9.44 p = .00
Planned contrast – pre-initiation t(82) = -1.99 p < .05
Planned contrast – post-initiation t(81) = 2.42 p < .05

Study 2
Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on performance F(1,168) = 8.45 p = .00
Planned contrast – pre-initiation t(77) = -2.08 p < .05
Planned contrast – post-initiation t(90) = 2.10 p < .05

Study 3

Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on motivation F(1, 133) = 13.09 p = .00
Planned contrast – pre-initiation t(66) = -2.26 p < .05
Planned contrast – post-initiation t(67) = 2.87 p = .00

Dynamics of motivation – pre-initiation 
Stage1: t(66) = -.59
Stage2: t(66) = -3.10
Stage3: t(66) = -2.32

Stage1: ns
Stage2: p = .00
Stage3: p < .05

Dynamics of motivation – post-initiation
Stage1: t(67) = 2.32
Stage2: t (67) = 2.42
Stage3: t (67) = 1.94

Stage1: p < .05
Stage2: p < .05
Stage3: p < .05

Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on performance F (1, 133) = 8.45 p = .00
Planned contrast – pre-initiation t (66) = -2.26 p < .05
Planned contrast – post-initiation t (67) = 2.04 p < .05

Dynamics of performance – pre-initiation 
Stage1: t (66) = -.05
Stage2: t (66) = -2.14
Stage3: t (66) = -2.13

Stage1: ns
Stage2: ns
Stage3: p < .05

Dynamics of performance – post-initiation
Stage1: t (67) = 1.33
Stage2: t (67) = 1.67
Stage3: t (67) = 2.26

Stage1: ns
Stage2: ns
Stage3: p < .05

Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on the overall level of goal desirability F (1, 133) = 28.91 p = .00
The effect of goal desirability on motivation B = .05, t (133) = 3.89 p = .00

Dynamics of goal desirability – pre-initiation 

Stage 0 (before starting): t (66) = -2.51
Stage1: t (66) = -3.79
Stage2: t (66) = -3.13
Stage3: t (66) = -3.62

Stage0: p = .00
Stage1: p = .00
Stage2: p = .00
Stage3: p = .00

Dynamics of goal desirability – post-initiation

Stage 0 (before starting): t (67) = 1.66
Stage1: t (67) = 3.76
Stage2: t (67) = 4.26
Stage3: t (67) = 4.47

Stage0: ns
Stage1: p = .00
Stage2: p = .00
Stage3: p = .00

Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on the overall level of goal attainability F(1, 133) = 16.31 p = .00
The effect of goal attainability on motivation B = .05, t (133) = 2.87 p = .00

Dynamics of goal attainability – pre-initiation 

Stage 0 (before starting): t (66) = -2.51
Stage1: t (66) = -3.89
Stage2: t (66) = -2.18
Stage3: t (66) = -2.61

Stage0: p < .05
Stage1: p = .00
Stage2: p = .00
Stage3: p < .05

Dynamics of goal attainability – post-initiation

Stage 0 (before starting): t (67) = .81
Stage1: t (67) = 1.97
Stage2: t (67) = 3.10
Stage3: t (67) = 2.62

Stage0: ns
Stage1: p = .05
Stage2: p = .00
Stage3: p < .05

Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on the concentration level F(1, 133) = 18.04 p = .00
Planned contrast – pre-initiation t (66) = -2.83 p = .00
Planned contrast – post-initiation t (67) = 3.23 p = .00
The effect of concentration on motivation B =.43, t (133) =3.57 p = .00
Interaction: goal focus x goal stage on the exhaustion level F(1,133) = 6.11 p < .05
Planned contrast – pre-initiation t (66) = 1.46 ns
Planned contrast – post-initiation t (67) = 2.03 p < .05
The effect of exhaustion on motivation B= -.04, t (133) = -2.34 p < .05


