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This research examines how self-construal (i.e., independent vs. interdependent)
and goal type (i.e., attainment vs. maintenance) are conceptually linked and jointly im-
pact consumer behavior. The results of five experiments and one field study involving
different operationalizations of self-construal and goal pursuit activities suggest that
attainment (maintenance) goals can be more motivating for participants with a more
independent (interdependent) self-construal and that differences in salient knowledge
about pursuing the goals are one potential mechanism underlying this effect. This in-
teraction effect was found within a single culture, between cultures, when self-con-
strual was experimentally manipulated or measured, and when potential confounding
factors like regulatory focus were controlled for. The effect was also found to impact
consumer behavior in real life—self-construal, as reflected by the number of social
ties consumers had, impacted the likelihood that they opted to reduce versus maintain
their bodyweight. Further, after setting their goal, consumers who were more indepen-
dent exhibited more (less) motivation, as measured by the amount of money they put
at stake, when their goal was weight reduction (maintenance). These findings shed
light on the relationship between self-construal and goal type, and offer insights, to
both consumers and managers, on how to increase motivation for goal pursuit.
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Extant research shows that consumer behavior is often
influenced by consumers’ self-construal (e.g., Aaker

and Lee 2001; Lee, Aaker, and Gardner 2000; Luna,
Ringberg, and Peracchio 2008) as well as the goals con-
sumers hold (e.g., Bagchi and Li 2011; Bonezzi, Brendl,
and De Angelis 2011; Cheema and Bagchi 2011; Fishbach
and Dhar 2005; Lee and Ariely 2006). To illustrate, the
well-known endowment effect—that the highest sum con-
sumers will pay to obtain a good is considerably lower
than the lowest sum for which they will part with the same
good (cf. Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1991)—has
been shown to vary significantly and even reverse among
individuals with different self-construals (Maddux et al.
2010); the robust loss aversion effect has been shown to be
influenced by the extent to which consumers hold a con-
crete versus abstract goal (Heath, Larrick, and Wu 1999).
Nonetheless, how self-construal and goals are conceptually
linked and jointly influence consumer behavior is not
well understood. Our research helps fill this gap in the
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literature, shedding light on the interaction effect of
self-construal and goal type on consumers’ motivation for
goal pursuit.

We focus on two types of self-construals—independent
(e.g., distinction from others) and interdependent self-
construal (e.g., connection with others; Markus and Kitayama
1991), and two common types of goals—attainment and
maintenance goals. Whereas attainment goals are those for
which the actual state differs from the desired state (e.g., de-
crease one’s weight from 165 to 164 pounds or lower this
year), maintenance goals are those for which the actual and
the desired states already match, and the actual state should
be the same as or better than the desired state (e.g., keep
one’s weight at the current 165 pounds or lower this year).

Prior research suggests that the two goal types are
qualitatively distinct on dimensions such as how people
evaluate the outcome of successfully completed goals
(Brodscholl, Kober, and Higgins 2007) and how they as-
sess satisfaction (Koo and Fishbach 2010) and goal diffi-
culty (Stamatogiannakis, Chattopadhyay, and Chakravarti
2010). Adding to this research stream, we propose that
because independent self-construal emphasizes individual
advancement, whereas interdependent self-construal em-
phasizes stability and continuity of social relations,
attainment (maintenance) goals, in general, can be more
motivating for consumers with an independent (interde-
pendent) self-construal.

Further, building on the literature on how goals form as-
sociations with goal-relevant knowledge (Kruglanski et al.
2002), we investigate one potential mechanism underlying
the interaction effect between self-construal and goal type.
Specifically, we propose that independent (vs. interdepend-
ent) self-construal emphasizes individual advancement
(vs. stability; Markus and Kitayama 1991). This can lead to
completion of more advancement (e.g., standing out from
others; attaining more than others) versus stability (e.g.,
keeping proper roles in the social hierarchy; maintaining
harmonious relations with others) related activities when an
independent self-construal is salient. However, the opposite
pattern can occur when an interdependent self-construal is
salient. As a result, independent (interdependent) self-
construal can become more strongly associated with knowl-
edge pertaining to completing attainment (maintenance)
goals. This saliently associated knowledge pertaining to
completing a specific goal type can lead to higher motiva-
tion for that goal type (Kruglanski et al. 2002).

We tested our propositions in five experiments and one
field study. In study 1, we showed that attainment (mainte-
nance) goals were more motivating for individuals from a cul-
ture that emphasizes independence (interdependence). Study
2 experimentally manipulated the salience of each type of
self-construal, replicating the effect. In study 3, we found that
framing an attainment goal as appealing to an independent as
opposed to interdependent self-construal boosted participants’
motivation for that goal. The opposite pattern emerged for

maintenance goals. Controlling for the potential influence of
regulatory focus did not affect the results.

In studies 4 and 5, we investigated one potential mecha-
nism underlying this phenomenon—goal pursuit knowl-
edge—and found that consumers with a more independent
(interdependent) self-construal had a higher (lower) expec-
tation of completing attainment goals, and they exhibited
more (less) salient goal pursuit knowledge, identifying
more (fewer) factors relevant to goal completion. The op-
posite patterns emerged for maintenance goals. These dif-
ferences mediated the self-construal� goal type interaction
effect on motivation. Finally, in study 6, we tracked and
analyzed 2120 consumers’ real-life goal pursuit behaviors
(i.e., losing vs. maintaining weight) over a period of 13
months in the field. We found that compared to individuals
who valued independence, those who valued interdepend-
ence were more (less) motivated to pursue maintenance
(attainment) goals. Overall, the results of these six studies
offer converging support for our central proposition: Self-
construal interacts with goal type to impact consumers’
motivation for goal pursuit.

Our research contributes to both theory and practice.
First, we are among the first to examine the interaction
effect of self-construal and goal type on motivation for
goal pursuit. Understanding this phenomenon is important
because the research streams on self-construal and goals
have largely advanced in parallel, and relatively little is
known about the relationship between the two constructs
and their joint effect on consumer behavior. Second, we
suggest a potential mechanism regarding why each goal
type can be more motivating as a function of self-construal.
We explored this phenomenon in a series of five experi-
ments and one field study, providing empirical evidence
supporting our propositions. Third, our research has practi-
cal implications. For example, consumers should consider
framing their goals differently to boost their persistence for
completing their goals; marketing practitioners should con-
sider leveraging the two types of goals differently across
different segments of consumers and across cultures.

The remainder of the article is organized as follows. We
first review and discuss the literature pertaining to goal
type and self-construal, develop our hypotheses, and high-
light how our work complements related prior research.
We next report five experiments and one field study that
investigate the hypotheses we offer. We conclude with a
discussion of the theoretical contributions of our research,
the practical implications of our findings, and possible
future research directions.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

Goals and Goal Types

Goals are typically defined as internal representations of
desired states—outcomes or events an individual strives
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for (Austin and Vancouver 1996; Baumgartner and Pieters
2008; Miller, Galanter, and Pribram 1960). Many goal cat-
egorizations have been proposed in the literature (e.g., spe-
cific vs. abstract, hard vs. easy [Locke and Latham 1990]),
illustrating that variations in goal dimensions can result in
predictable variations in goal pursuit processes and out-
comes (Austin and Vancouver 1996).

In this research, we focus on two common types of
goals: maintenance and attainment goals. Attainment
goals are goals in which the current state of an individual
deviates negatively from the desired state (e.g., increase
one’s savings from $35,000 to, at least, $35,500 in a year’s
time), whereas maintenance goals are goals in which the
current state already matches the desired state; consumers
pursuing this type of goal seek to maintain a current state
that is the same as or more favorable than the desired state
(e.g., have at least $35,000 in the savings account in a
year’s time).

Despite the important distinction between attainment
and maintenance goals, few studies to date have examined
how this difference might impact behavior in general, and
to our knowledge, no research has examined how this dif-
ference might impact consumer behavior in particular. In
one study, Koo and Fishbach (2010) explored factors
influencing the extent to which individuals aspire to reach
a higher level of performance and the extent to which they
are satisfied with the current performance level. These re-
searchers found, for example, that when a firm’s em-
ployees were asked to consider what they had already
accomplished on their job to date, they were more satisfied
with their current level of performance. However, when
they were asked to consider what they would still like to
accomplish on their job going forward, they became more
motivated to improve their performance (Koo and
Fishbach 2010).

In another study, Brodscholl et al. (2007) examined how
the valuation of a successfully completed goal pursuit task
is jointly influenced by the task type (gain from 0 to 100
tokens vs. maintain the initially endowed 100 tokens) and
regulatory focus (promotion vs. prevention). Participants
worked on problems and, for each correct answer, either
gained 5 tokens (in the attainment condition) or avoided
losing 5 tokens (in the maintenance condition). False per-
formance feedback was provided so that participants in
both conditions completed their goals and were able to ex-
change their 100 tokens for a mug. The results showed that
participants with a promotion focus valued the outcome of
their successful effort (i.e., the mug they received) on an
attainment task more than those with a prevention focus;
the opposite pattern of valuation was found when partici-
pants worked on a maintenance task.

While the results of these two pioneering studies suggest
that the distinction between attainment and maintenance
goals is important, the current understanding of how these
two goal types influence consumer behavior is incomplete.

Building on Koo and Fishbach’s (2010) finding that moti-
vation for attaining a higher state and satisfaction with the
current state are malleable and influenced by whether indi-
viduals focus on what they have accomplished to date ver-
sus what they still need to accomplish, we demonstrate that
self-construal (independent vs. interdependent) also is an
important factor influencing motivation for attainment ver-
sus maintenance goals.

We also extend Brodscholl et al.’s (2007) finding
that people’s valuation of the outcome (e.g., a mug) of a
successfully completed maintenance versus attainment
task can differ, depending on their regulatory focus.
Specifically, Brodscholl et al.’s (2007) finding applies to
situations in which (1) people perceive that they have al-
ready successfully completed the assigned goal pursuit
tasks, (2) the starting states for the attainment and mainte-
nance tasks are different (e.g., 0 vs. 100 tokens), and (3)
the end states for the two tasks are the same (e.g., 100
tokens). We add to this research by investigating (1) con-
sumers’ motivation for pursuing attainment versus mainte-
nance goals, independently of whether the goals have been
successfully completed, in which (2) the starting states for
the attainment and maintenance goals are held constant,
and (3) the end states for the two types of goals differ.
Further, we examine whether and how the two types of
goals impact consumers from different segments of the
population and different cultures. That is, how consumers’
independent versus interdependent self-construal, which
can be shaped by consumers’ sociocultural background or
made salient by consumption contexts, interact with goal
type to impact motivation for goal pursuit.

Self-Construal and Goal Types

Self-construal pertains to how people perceive them-
selves in relation to others (Brewer and Gardner 1996;
Markus and Kitayama 1991; Singelis 1994): People with a
predominantly independent self-construal tend to define
the self by the unique achievements and distinguished sta-
tus that set them apart from others, whereas people with a
predominantly interdependent self-construal tend to define
the self by their social roles and relationships with others.

Because of the importance of being distinct from others,
independent self-construal emphasizes individual advance-
ment (Markus and Kitayama 1991). In order to be consis-
tent with the activated self-construal, the individuals tend
to engage in more advancement-related activities when an
independent self-construal is salient, which can lead to the
independent self-construal becoming more strongly associ-
ated with knowledge pertaining to completing attainment
goals. Conversely, because of the importance of connection
with others, interdependent self-construal emphasizes sta-
bility and continuity of social ties (Markus and Kitayama
1991). As such, the individuals tend to engage in more
stability- and harmony-fostering activities when an
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interdependent self-construal is salient, which can lead to
the interdependent self-construal becoming more strongly
associated with knowledge pertaining to completing main-
tenance goals.

These differences in salient knowledge regarding pursu-
ing the goals, as a function of the type of self-construal, are
likely to lead to differences in individuals’ ability to iden-
tify factors relevant to accomplishing the goals and
their expectation of successful goal completion, which, in
turn, can impact motivation for pursuing the goals (cf.
Kruglanski et al. 2002). Therefore, attainment goals can be
more motivating for people with a more independent (vs.
interdependent) self-construal, whereas maintenance goals
can be more motivating for people with a more interde-
pendent (vs. independent) self-construal.

Chronic versus Situational Differences in
Self-Construal

A considerable body of research has shown that cultural
background shapes self-construal: People from a collectiv-
ist cultural background (e.g., East Asian, Latin American)
tend to possess a predominantly interdependent self-
construal, whereas those from an individualist cultural
background (e.g., North American, Western European)
tend to possess a predominantly independent self-construal
(Hofstede 2001; Markus and Kitayama 1991; Singelis
1994). Thus, based on the conceptualization discussed thus
far, we posit that individuals from different cultural back-
grounds, hence with different self-construals, can differ in
their motivation for pursuing maintenance versus attain-
ment goals. Specifically, attainment (maintenance) goals
can be more motivating for consumers with an independent
(interdependent) self-construal.

Furthermore, regardless of an individual’s cultural back-
ground, independent and interdependent self-construals co-
exist within the individual (Brewer and Gardner 1996;
Singelis 1994; Trafimow, Triandis, and Goto 1991), and
their accessibility can be temporarily increased by contex-
tual factors (e.g., Aaker and Lee 2001; Gardner, Gabriel,
and Lee 1999; Lee, Aaker, and Gardner 2000; Maddux
et al. 2010; Mandel 2003). A temporary increase in
the accessibility of an independent (interdependent) self-
construal can thus lead to greater accessibility of knowl-
edge related to pursuing attainment (maintenance) goals,
which can positively impact the motivation for that type of
goal.

Based on the discussion above, we hypothesize:

H1: Attainment (maintenance) goals can be more (less) mo-

tivating for people with a more independent self-construal

than for those with a more interdependent self-construal.

H2: Regardless of an individual’s chronic self-construal, ac-

tivation of an independent (interdependent) self-construal

can accentuate motivation for pursuing attainment (mainte-

nance) goals.

It is important to note that our hypotheses relate to situa-
tions in which the gap between the current and desired state
for attainment goals is not extreme. For a desired state that
is far away from the current state (e.g., increase the amount
of time one exercises from the current level of 15 minutes to
at least four hours daily for the next six months; increase the
level of contribution to one’s 401(k) retirement plan by at
least 300% next year), the obvious large gap would have a
strong negative impact on perceived difficulty and expecta-
tion of goal completion (cf. Stamatogiannakis et al. 2010),
making the attainment goal less motivating than the corre-
sponding maintenance goal. In the current research, rather
than studying the effect of a large gap between the current
and desired states, we seek to understand the qualitative dif-
ferences between attainment and maintenance goals. Thus,
we focus on attainment goals involving relatively modest
differences between the current and desired states.

Potential Influence of Regulatory Focus

The goal type (attainment vs. maintenance) construct is
conceptually distinct from regulatory focus (Brodscholl et al.
2007; Higgins 1997). While the former refers to specific de-
sired states, the latter pertains to self-regulation strategies
(e.g., the extent to which one focuses on maximizing positive
versus minimizing negative outcomes; Aaker and Lee 2001).

Prior research has shed important light on the link be-
tween self-construal and regulatory focus (Lee, Aaker, and
Gardner 2000). For example, Lee et al. (2000; study 1) pre-
sented participants with a game scenario that was either
promotion framed (e.g., probability of winning) or preven-
tion framed (e.g., probability of losing), and then asked
them to evaluate the importance and favorability of the
scenario. Participants with a predominantly interdependent
self-construal perceived the prevention-framed scenario as
more important than the promotion-focused one. Those
with a predominantly independent self-construal exhibited
the opposite pattern. However, no self-construal� regula-
tory focus interaction effect on measures pertaining to
favorability (i.e., likelihood of success) was found (Lee
et al. 2000). While the potential mechanism we proposed
would predict a self-construal� goal type interaction effect
on favorability, regulatory focus may still play a role in the
phenomenon we investigate. Thus, to ensure that the inter-
action effect we examine is not simply due to differences
in regulatory focus, we controlled for regulatory focus in
the studies probing the potential mechanism we proposed.
In the sections that follow, we report five experiments and
one field study that test our hypotheses.

STUDY 1: THE IMPACT OF CHRONIC
SELF-CONSTRUAL

Study 1 investigated whether self-construal can interact
with goal type to impact motivation for goal pursuit
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(hypothesis 1). Self-construal was manipulated by including
participants from two different national cultures (i.e., the
United States and China, the two biggest economies in the
world). Further, to examine the generalizability of our prop-
ositions across behavioral domains, study 1 utilized two
goal pursuit contexts that are important to consumer welfare
(i.e., going to the gym, saving money).

Method

A total of 185 participants were recruited from China
and the United States (123 women, 111 Chinese) in ex-
change for monetary compensation or small gifts worth $3.
A 2� 2� 2 mixed design was used, with goal type (attain-
ment vs. maintenance) and self-construal (Americans as
independents vs. Chinese as interdependents) as between-
participant factors, and goal pursuit context (savings
money vs. physical fitness) as the within-participant factor.
Given that extensive prior research has established that
individuals from the United States tend to possess a more
independent self-construal, and individuals from China a
more interdependent one (Hofstede 2001; Markus and
Kitayama 1991; Triandis 1995), we, following prior re-
search (e.g., Aaker and Lee 2001; Aaker and Williams
1998), operationalized the self-construal manipulation
in this study by recruiting participants from these two
countries.

All participants were asked to read two goal pursuit con-
texts that were presented in a random order. To minimize
effects that might arise from very different target goal lev-
els, rather than from qualitative differences between attain-
ment and maintenance goals, we kept the gap between
attainment and maintenance goals moderate. Half of the
participants read the attainment goal stimuli (i.e., Ms. E
has $35,000 in her bank account and has the goal of hav-
ing, at least, $35,500 in her account in one year’s time;
Mr. Z who works out 30 minutes each day has the goal of
working out for at least 35 minutes each day in the next
month). The other half read the maintenance goal version
(i.e., maintaining savings/exercising time at, at least, the
current level in one year’s time/in the next month).

After controlling for differences in the average house-
hold income between the two countries, prevalent currency
exchange rate, and cost of living, we estimated that $1 was
similar in value to ¥1. Past research (e.g., Hsee and Weber
1999) has also shown that $1 has the same psychological
value to the Americans as ¥1 to the Chinese. Thus, $35,000
versus $35,500 was used for the American sample;
¥35,000 versus ¥35,500 was used for the Chinese sample.

To measure motivation for goal pursuit, participants
were asked to rate the extent to which the person described
in the goal pursuit context would persist in pursuing the
goal on a 7-point scale (1¼Not persist at all, 7¼Persist
very much). Finally, participants responded to basic demo-
graphic measures and were thanked and debriefed.

Results

The data were analyzed using a 2� 2� 2 repeated mea-
sures analysis of variance (ANOVA) with goal type (attain-
ment vs. maintenance) and participants’ self-construal
(independents vs. interdependents) as two between-partici-
pant factors, goal pursuit context (savings vs. physical exer-
cise) as a within-participant factor, and motivation ratings as
the dependent variable. As shown in figure 1, the goal
type� self-construal interaction effect on goal commitment
was significant (F(1, 181)¼ 9.9, p< .002). Pairwise con-
trasts revealed that attainment goals were perceived as sig-
nificantly more motivating for independents than for
interdependents (Mindependents¼ 5.89, Minterdependents¼ 5.46,
F(1, 181)¼ 3.87, p< .05), but the opposite was found for
maintenance goals (Mindependents¼ 5.31, Minterdependents¼
5.85, F(1, 181)¼ 6.14, p< .02). These findings support hy-
pothesis 1: Attainment (maintenance) goals were more (less)
motivating for independents than for interdependents.

STUDY 2: THE IMPACT OF
SITUATIONALLY ACTIVATED

SELF-CONSTRUAL

While the results of study 1 provided support for our
proposition, there might be other factors that differ across
cultures that could have affected the pattern of results we
obtained. We addressed this potential limitation in study
2 by directly manipulating both variables of interest: acti-
vation of an independent versus interdependent self-
construal, and pursuit of attainment versus maintenance
goals (hypothesis 2). Further, to examine the robustness of
our findings, we utilized a different goal pursuit context—
donating to charity.

Method

A total of 125 American participants (63 women) from
an online consumer panel completed this computer-based

FIGURE 1
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study for monetary compensation. They were randomly as-
signed according to a 2 (self-construal prime: indepen-
dence vs. interdependence)� 2 (goal type: attainment
vs. maintenance) between-participant design. The self-
construal priming procedure was adapted from Brewer and
Gardner (1996). Participants were told the cover story that
we were interested in learning about how people read in-
formation on computers. They were instructed to read a
paragraph of text carefully and double-click on every pro-
noun in the paragraph. Those in the independence condi-
tion were shown a paragraph with 19 singular pronouns
(i.e., I, me, my, mine); those in the interdependence condi-
tion were asked to read a paragraph with 19 plural pro-
nouns (i.e., we, us, our, ours). To make the manipulation
appear unrelated to the dependent measures, participants
then responded to a few neutral filler questions and were
told they had completed the first study.

Next, participants responded to the dependent measure
in a supposedly new study. They were asked to identify
their favorite charity and indicate the amount of money
they were willing to donate to that charity this year. The
goal type was manipulated in the next question.
Participants were asked to imagine that they had the chance
to precommit to make a second donation, exactly a year
from now. Participants in the attainment goal condition
were told that the amount they would be asked to donate
was at least one cent more than the amount they had speci-
fied for the first donation. Participants in the maintenance
goal condition, however, were told that the amount they
would be asked to donate was, at least, the same as before.
This one-cent difference between the two goal-type condi-
tions provided a very conservative test of the distinction
between the two goal types. As a measure of motivation
for goal pursuit, participants indicated how willing they
were to precommit on two 7-point measures (one of which
was reverse coded; 1¼Very unlikely/definitely would,
7¼Very likely/definitely would not). Finally, participants
responded to basic demographic measures and were
thanked and debriefed.

Results

The two items of willingness to precommit were aver-
aged into a single measure of motivation for goal pursuit
(r¼ .62, p< .001). A 2� 2 ANOVA with self-construal
prime (independence vs. interdependence) and goal type
(attainment vs. maintenance) as between-participant fac-
tors revealed only a significant self-construal prime� goal
type interaction (F(1, 121)¼ 7.84, p< .006), suggesting
that each prime affected willingness to precommit for the
two types of goals differently. Willingness to precommit to
a maintenance goal was greater when participants were
primed with an interdependent versus independent self-
construal (Mindependent¼ 4.00, Minterdependent¼ 4.90, F(1,
121)¼ 3.93, p< .05), but the opposite was found for

willingness to precommit to an attainment goal
(Mindependent¼ 4.89, Minterdependent¼ 3.99, F(1, 121)¼ 3.91,
p< .05).

We also examined the possibility that the preceding re-
sults were obtained not because of the primed self-
construal, but because of differences in the stated amount
of donation. Thus, we repeated the above ANOVA but
with donation amount, instead of willingness to precommit
as the dependent variable. None of the effects were signifi-
cant (p’s> .2). In addition, when the donation amount was
entered as a covariate in an analysis of covariance, it had
no significant effects on willingness to precommit (p> .8).
This account based on donation amount was also not sup-
ported when we repeated our analyses after dropping
extreme outliers (five standard deviations from the means,
Mindependent¼ 39.71, Minterdependent¼ 47.09) or log trans-
forming the donation amounts (p’s> .2; we thank an anon-
ymous JCR reviewer for suggesting these analyses).

Our results thus support hypothesis 2: Although partici-
pants were from a single culture, priming an independent
self-construal accentuated their motivation for attain-
ment goals. Conversely, priming an interdependent self-
construal increased their motivation for maintenance goals.

STUDY 3: FRAMING GOALS TO APPEAL
TO DIFFERENT SELF-CONSTRUALS

In the first two studies, we measured or manipulated
self-construal and obtained results consistent with our
propositions. In study 3, we utilized another method to ex-
amine the interaction between self-construal and goal type.
Whereas independent self-construal emphasizes the impor-
tance of undertaking actions driven by one’s own will,
interdependent self-construal underlines the importance of
the collective will of one’s close social group (Markus and
Schwartz 2010). Given the coexistence of both types of
self-construals within each person (Brewer and Gardner
1996; Singelis 1994; Trafimow et al. 1991), framing an at-
tainment goal as reflecting a person’s own will (and
hence appealing to and activating the person’s independent
self-construal) can boost the person’s motivation for that
attainment goal. The opposite pattern is likely to emerge
for maintenance goals. That is, framing a maintenance goal
as reflecting the will of one’s close social group (and hence
appealing to and activating the person’s interdependent
self-construal) can positively impact motivation to pursue
that maintenance goal. In study 3, we tested whether we
can obtain the same pattern of results by framing goals.

Furthermore, study 3 explored whether regulatory focus
(Brodscholl et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2000)—self-regulation
strategies that can be either promotion focused (i.e., on one’s
aspirations and potential gains) or prevention focused (i.e.,
on one’s responsibilities and potential losses; Higgins
1997)—could affect our findings. We measured participants’
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regulatory focus tendency and examined whether this ten-
dency can account for the pattern of results we obtained.

Method

A total of 189 American participants (109 women) from
an online consumer panel completed this computer-based
study for monetary compensation. They were randomly as-
signed according to a 2� 2� 3 mixed factorial design with
goal type (attainment vs. maintenance) and goal framing
(for self vs. for close social group) as the between-partici-
pant factors, and goal pursuit contexts (financial [maintain-
ing savings at, at least, $35,000 vs. increasing the amount to,
at least, $35,500 in a year’s time], weight management
[maintaining the current bodyweight at, at most,185 vs. re-
ducing it to, at most, 183 pounds by the end of the coming
month], and learning goals [maintaining the current grade
point average at, at least 3.2 vs. increasing it to at least 3.3
by the time of graduation]; adapted from study 1 as the
within-participant factor. About half of the participants read
the attainment goal version of the three goal pursuit con-
texts, and the rest read the maintenance goal version. In ad-
dition, participants in the for-self condition were told that
the person pursuing the goal is doing so for herself or him-
self, whereas those in the for-social-group condition were
told that the goal is pursued for close social groups (e.g., her
or his family). To measure motivation for goal pursuit in
each scenario, participants were asked to indicate on 7-point
scales the level of goal commitment (1¼Not committed at
all, 7¼Very committed), attractiveness (1¼Not at all at-
tractive, 7¼Very attractive), and persistence (1¼Not per-
sist at all, 7¼ Persist a lot). Finally, they completed the
regulatory focus scale (Higgins et al. 2001; promotion sub-
scale a¼ .65, prevention subscale a¼ .83), basic demo-
graphic questions, and were thanked and debriefed.

Results

The data were analyzed using an ANOVA with goal type
(attainment vs. maintenance) and goal framing (for self vs.
for close social group) as two between-participant factors,
goal pursuit context (savings, weight, and learning) as a
within-participant factor, and the average of three dependent
measures (savings a¼ .68, weight a¼ .75, and learning
a¼ .85) as the dependent variable. The goal type� goal
framing interaction effect on motivation for goal pursuit was
significant (F(1, 185)¼ 9.91, p< .002). The only other sig-
nificant effect of this analysis was a main effect of goal pur-
suit context (F(2, 370)¼ 5.69, p< .004), indicating that
participants’ motivation for the three goal pursuit contexts
(savings, weight, and learning) was different.

As shown in figure 2, motivation for attainment goals
was greater when the goals were framed as for one’s self
versus close social group (Mself¼ 5.04, Mgroup¼ 4.73,
F(1, 185)¼ 4.39, p< .04). The opposite was found for

maintenance goals—motivation for maintenance goals was
greater when the goals were framed as for one’s close so-
cial group versus oneself (Mself¼ 4.75, Mgroup¼ 5.07,
F(1, 185)¼ 5.63, p< .02). These findings thus provide fur-
ther support for hypothesis 2. Finally, including the regula-
tory focus measure and all its interactions with the other
variables as covariates, in the preceding analyses, did not
affect the significance of the results. This, suggests that the
findings of study 3 could not simply be explained by differ-
ences in regulatory focus.

Replication Study

To ensure that the effect we observed indeed holds after
controlling for regulatory focus, we conducted a replication
study. A 2� 2 mixed design was used, with goal type (at-
tainment vs. maintenance) as the between-participant factor
and goal pursuit context (learning and weight management
goals, adapted from study 3) as the within-participant factor.
Following a procedure similar to that of study 1, participants
read information pertaining to their assigned goal contexts,
indicated their motivation for pursuing the goals, and re-
sponded to the self-construal scale (Singelis 1994) as well as
the regulatory focus scale (Higgins et al. 2001).

Replicating the results of study 3, a significant goal
type� self-construal interaction in the expected direction
was found (p< .002). This interaction effect remained sig-
nificant (p< .04) after including participants’ regulatory
focus score and all its interaction terms with the other inde-
pendent variables in the analysis. None of the new predic-
tors had a significant effect (p’s> .1). Thus, replicating the
results of study 3, differences in self-construal but not reg-
ulatory focus accounted for the pattern of results we found
in this study.

STUDY 4: SELF-CONSTRUAL AND
EXPECTATION OF GOAL COMPLETION

Study 4 extended the first three studies in multiple ways.
First, we investigated a potential mechanism underlying

FIGURE 2
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the effect we observed thus far. Specifically, we explored
whether independents (interdependents) tend to have a
higher expectation of completing attainment (maintenance)
goals and whether this difference in expectation can medi-
ate the difference in their motivation for the two types of
goals. Second, while we used one widely adopted measure
of regulatory focus (Higgins et al. 2001) in study 3 and the
replication study, to ensure that we measure regulatory
focus robustly, we utilized the latest psychometrically
verified scale for regulatory focus (Haws, Dholakia, and
Bearden 2010) in study 4.

Third, we utilized a new experimental paradigm to exam-
ine the generalizability of our findings. Pioneered by Heider
(Heider 1944; Heider and Simmel 1944) and widely adopted
in cultural psychology research (e.g., Masuda and Nisbett
2001; Morris and Peng 1994), this approach involves pre-
senting participants with animals that participants do not
consciously associate with specific social or cultural topics
(Hong et al. 2000). Because this experimental paradigm is
less susceptible to participants’ idiosyncratic differences
(e.g., one’s own body weight, learning ability, current level
of savings, etc.), it can also better capture the underlying
psychological processes we investigate.

Method

A total of 74 American participants (42 women) from an
online consumer panel completed this computer-based
study for monetary compensation. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to either the attainment or maintenance
goal condition. Participants in both conditions were pre-
sented with an image (figure 3) showing four goats racing
across a field. The participants were informed that the
goats were a third of the way into the race, and that Goat C
was in the lead, with Goat D, second, Goat B (the target
goat), third, and Goat A, last. The illustration showed that
the gaps between the goats were small. Participants in the
attainment condition were informed that Goat B had the
goal of being at least in the second position by the end of
the race, whereas those in the maintenance condition were

told that Goat B had the goal of being at least in the third
position by the end of the race.

Next, participants were asked to evaluate Goat B’s moti-
vation for pursuing its goal (1¼Not motivated at all,
7¼Very motivated), and goal attractiveness (1¼Very un-
attractive, 7¼Very attractive), persistence (1¼Will not
persist at all, 7¼Will persist until the end), as well as com-
mitment (1¼Not committed at all, 7¼Very committed).
Thereafter, participants assessed the likelihood that Goat
B would achieve its goal (1¼Definitely will not,
7¼Definitely will), the probability that Goat B would suc-
ceed or fail (1¼Definitely will fail, 7¼Definitely will
succeed), and the extent the goal would be easy for Goat B
(1¼Very difficult, 7¼Very easy). Finally, participants
completed the extended version of Singelis’s (1994) self-
construal scale (extended from 24 items to 30 items), the
most recently published regulatory focus tendency scale
(Haws et al. 2010), as well as measures of demographics.
Participants were then debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.

Results

The scale items pertaining to motivation (motivation,
persistence, attractiveness, and commitment) and expecta-
tion of successful goal completion (likelihood, achievabil-
ity, and ease) were averaged into two motivation (a¼ .96)
and expectation of success (a¼ .69) measures, respec-
tively. The promotion subscale of the regulatory focus
scale (Haws et al. 2010) exhibited reasonable reliability
(a¼ .62), but this was not the case for the prevention sub-
scale (a¼ .43). Correlation analyses indicated that the low
a score was due to a single reverse-worded item of the pre-
vention subscale (“Not being careful enough has gotten me
into trouble at times”). Dropping this item resulted in a rea-
sonable level of reliability for the prevention subscale
(a¼ .64). We thus used this “reduced” prevention subscale
in subsequent analyses (including the reverse-worded item
in the subscale that yielded an identical pattern of results).
The self-construal scales also exhibited reliabilities (inde-
pendence subscale a¼ .61; interdependence subscale
a¼ .60) consistent with prior research (cf. Singelis 1994).
In line with past research (e.g., Aaker and Williams 1998),
we combined the self-construal subscales and regulatory
focus subscales into two composite scores, respectively,
for subsequent analyses.

Using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes 2013,
Model 8, 5000 bootstrap resamples), we conducted a medi-
ated moderation analysis (Zhao, Lynch, and Chen 2010)
with goal type (attainment¼ 1, maintenance¼ 0) as the in-
dependent variable, expectation of goal completion as the
mediator, and mean-centered self-construal score as the
moderator of the effect of goal type on expectation and
motivation. Providing support for a mediated moderation,
the goal type� self-construal interaction had a significant
effect on expectation of goal completion (b¼ .87,

FIGURE 3
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t(70)¼ 2.05, p< .05). Expectation of goal completion, in
turn, had a significant and positive effect on motivation
(b¼ .67, t(69)¼ 4.04, p< .001).

Because this sample of participants was from a single pre-
dominantly independent culture and the variance of partici-
pants’ self-construal score was relatively moderate,
following prior research (Fitzsimons 2008; Keinan and
Kivetz 2011; Wu, Cutright, and Fitzsimons 2011), we con-
ducted spotlight analyses at two standard deviations above
and below the mean of the self-construal score. Consistent
with our proposition, at two standard deviations below the
mean, an attainment (vs. maintenance) goal had a significant
negative indirect effect on motivation (95% confidence in-
terval [CI], �1.39 to �.04]). On the contrary, at two stan-
dard deviations above the mean of the self-construal score,
an attainment (vs. maintenance) goal had a significant
positive indirect effect on motivation (95% CI, .05 to 1.66];
figure 4). Finally, the index of moderated mediation for this
indirect effect was also significant (95% CI, .05 to 1.36).

Furthermore, a significant main effect of goal type on
motivation (b¼ .83, t(69)¼ 2.59, p< .02) also emerged,
indicating that, in general, attainment goals were perceived
as more motivating than maintenance goals in this particu-
lar setting. This is consistent with the fact that the
American participants in general tend to have a predomi-
nantly independent self-construal (Markus and Kitayama
1991) and hence can be more motivated by attainment
goals (hypothesis 1). In addition, when the mediating role
of expectation of goal completion was controlled for, the
interaction effect between goal type and self-construal on
motivation was significant (b¼�1.23, t(69)¼�2.04,
p< .05). This residual effect potentially suggests the exis-
tence of another mediating factor. We further examine this
potential issue of residual effect in study 5.

To test whether regulatory focus could account for these
results, we reran the previously mentioned model but with

regulatory focus, instead of self-construal, as the modera-
tor. The goal type� regulatory focus interaction did not
have a significant effect on expectation of goal completion
(b¼�.29, t(70)¼�1.30, p¼ .2). Finally, we also reran
the model with regulatory focus as an additional moderator
(Hayes 2013, models 10 and 12, 5000 bootstrap resam-
ples). Consistent with the findings of prior research
(Lee et al. 2000), regulatory focus did not have any signifi-
cant main or interaction effects (p’s> .3) on expectation of
goal completion.

Overall, the results of study 4 are consistent with our
proposed mechanism: Independents (interdependents) had
a higher expectation of completing attainment (mainte-
nance) goals, and this difference in expectation mediated
the difference in the motivation for pursuing the two goals.

STUDY 5: SELF-CONSTRUAL AND
IDENTIFICATION OF FACTORS

INVOLVED IN COMPLETING
DIFFERENT TYPES OF GOALS

In study 5, we further explored the potential underlying
mechanism: whether independents (interdependents) can be
more capable of identifying factors relevant to completing
attainment (maintenance) goals and whether this difference
in salient goal pursuit knowledge can mediate the difference
in their motivation for pursuing the two types of goals.
Further, we also examined another potential alternative
account—whether the effects are driven by independents’
(interdependents’) willingness to work harder at analyzing
attainment (maintenance) goals. Finally, to ensure that the
effects we found in study 4 using the graphical task are reli-
able, we utilized an additional graphical task (adapted from
Masuda and Nisbett 2001) in study 5.

Method

A total of 134 participants (76 women) from an online
consumer panel completed the study in exchange for mon-
etary compensation. They were randomly assigned to a
2� 2 between-participant design with goal type (attain-
ment vs. maintenance) and goal scenario replicate (fish and
goat) as factors. One of the scenarios was identical to that
used in study 4. The other scenario was developed based
on a visual task in Masuda and Nisbett (2001). The illustra-
tion used in this scenario showed four fish swimming
across a pond. The participants were informed that halfway
through the swim, the blue-fin fish (figure 5) was in third
position, and the gaps between the fish were small.
Participants in the attainment condition were informed that
the blue-fin fish had the goal of being at least in second po-
sition by the end of the swim, whereas those in the mainte-
nance condition were informed that the blue-fin fish had

FIGURE 4
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the goal of being at least in third position by the end of the
swim.

The time that participants spent examining each stimulus
was recorded. For each scenario, participants rated the
target animal’s goal motivation (1¼Not motivated at all,
7¼Very motivated), attractiveness (1¼Very unattractive,
7¼Very attractive), persistence (1¼Will not persist at
all, 7¼Will persist until the end), and commitment
(1¼Not committed at all, 7¼Very committed) in a ran-
dom order. On a separate screen, as a measure of partici-
pants’ salient knowledge pertaining to completing
attainment (maintenance) goals, participants were asked to
write down why they thought that the target animal would
be motivated or unmotivated to pursue its goal. The time
that participants spent on listing their thoughts was re-
corded. Next, participants completed the independence-
interdependence self-construal scale (Singelis 1994) and
measures pertaining to demographics. Participants were
then debriefed, thanked, and dismissed.

Our proposition is that participants with more salient
goal pursuit knowledge would be able to list more reasons
relevant to completing the goal. To assess this, two inde-
pendent coders who were blind to the experimental condi-
tions and the purpose of this study coded the reasons
generated by participants. Specifically, they counted the
number of reasons per participant that were positive (facili-
tating goal completion, M¼ 1.72), negative (inhibiting
goal completion, M¼ .63), or irrelevant (unrelated to the
goal, M¼ .29). To illustrate, “the blue-fin fish was so close
to the other fish in 1st and 2nd place” was coded as a posi-
tive reason; “the other fish were probably faster than the
blue-fin fish” as a negative reason; “B has a very goatish
demeanor” as irrelevant. The coders agreed in 94% of a

total of 355 thoughts coded, and differences were resolved
via discussion.

Results

The scale items pertaining to motivation (motivation,
persistence, attractiveness, and commitment) were aver-
aged into a single motivation measure (a¼ .94). The self-
construal scale exhibited reliabilities (independence sub-
scale a¼ .75; interdependence subscale a¼ .68) in line
with prior research (cf. Singelis 1994). Following the same
procedure (cf. Aaker and Williams 1998) used in study 4,
we created a single self-construal score. As a measure of
participants’ ability to identify the factors relevant to pur-
suing the goals, we totaled the number of relevant reasons
for goal completion on the thought protocol measure. This
composite measure accounts for both the positive reasons
(factors facilitating goal completion) and negative reasons
(factors hampering goal completion) that each participant
generated, and thus it reflects the participant’s overall abil-
ity to assess the factors relevant to pursuing the goals.

Using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes 2013,
Model 8, 5000 bootstrap resamples), we conducted a medi-
ated moderation analysis (Zhao et al. 2010) with goal type
(attainment¼ 1, maintenance¼ 0) as the independent vari-
able, number of relevant reasons for goal completion as the
mediator, and mean-centered self-construal score as the
moderator of the effect of goal type on number of relevant
reasons and motivation.

Providing support for this mediated moderation process
model, the goal type� self-construal interaction had a sig-
nificant effect on the number of relevant reasons for goal
completion (b¼ .75, t(130)¼ 2.66, p< .009; figure 6). In
turn, the number of reasons had a significant and positive
effect on motivation (b¼ .21, t(129)¼ 2.12, p< .036).
Because this sample of participants was from a single pre-
dominantly independent culture and the variance of partici-
pants’ self-construal score was relatively moderate, we
followed suggestions of prior research (Fitzsimons 2008;
Keinan and Kivetz 2011; Wu et al. 2011) and conducted
spotlight analyses at two standard deviations above and be-
low the mean of the self-construal score. Consistent with
our proposition, at two standard deviations below the mean
of the self-construal score, attainment (vs. maintenance)
goals had a significant negative effect on motivation (95%
CI, �.61 to �.04). On the contrary, at two standard devia-
tions above the mean of the self-construal score, attainment
(vs. maintenance) goals had a significant positive effect on
motivation (95% CI, .02 to .54). Finally, the index of mod-
erated mediation for this indirect effect was also significant
(95% CI, .02 to .40]).

Furthermore, a significant main effect of goal type on
motivation (b¼ .59, t(129)¼ 2.67, p< .009) also emerged,
indicating that in general attainment goals were perceived
as more motivating than maintenance goals in this
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particular setting. This finding is consistent with the fact
that the American participants in general tend to have a
more independent self-construal (Markus and Kitayama
1991) and hence can be more motivated by attainment
goals (hypothesis 1). In addition, when the effect of the
mediator was controlled for, there was no residual interac-
tion effect between goal type and self-construal on motiva-
tion (p> .8). This suggests that differences in salient
knowledge pertaining to goal pursuit completely mediated
the interaction effect of goal type and self-construal on
motivation.

We also examined the possibility that the preceding re-
sults were obtained not because of differences in indepen-
dents’ (vs. interdependents’) salient goal pursuit knowledge,
but because they spent more time on examining the stimuli
and/or spent more time thinking about reasons for complet-
ing attainment (vs. maintenance) goals. To test this possibil-
ity, we conducted a series of mediated moderation analyses
to determine whether the interaction effect between goal
type and self-construal score on motivation was mediated by
the time participants spent on examining the stimuli, the
time they spent on listing reasons about the target animal’s
level of motivation for completing the goal, or both time
measures. Ruling out this “working harder” account, none
of the time measures exhibited a significant effect (p’s> .1)
in any of the mediated moderation analyses.

While we already measured regulatory focus using dif-
ferent established scales in previous studies and found that
regulatory focus did not account for the results, to ensure
generalizability, we also examined predictions that would
stem from regulatory focus theory in this study.
Specifically, regulatory focus theory argues that an active
promotion (vs. prevention) focus makes individuals focus
on achieving success (vs. avoiding failure; Higgins 1997).
Thus, if regulatory focus drove our results, we would likely
find that for attainment (vs. maintenance) goals, individ-
uals with a more independent (vs. interdependent) self-
construal should list relatively more success (vs. failure)
related reasons. That is, we would likely find a goal

type� self-construal interaction effect on the difference
between the number of positive reasons and the number of
negative reasons.

To examine this, we conducted mediated moderation
analysis with goal type (attainment vs. maintenance) as the
independent variable, mean-centered self-construal score,
as the moderator, and the difference between the number
of positive reasons and the number of negative reasons,
as the mediator. This analysis revealed that the goal
type� self-construal interaction did not have a significant
effect on the potential mediator (p> .7), indicating that the
results of study 5 could not simply be explained by regula-
tory focus.

Overall, the results of study 5 are consistent with the
potential mechanism we proposed: Independents (interde-
pendents) were more capable of identifying factors rele-
vant to goal completion for attainment (maintenance)
goals, and this difference in salient goal pursuit knowledge
mediated the difference in their motivation for pursuing the
two types of goals.

STUDY 6: LOSING VERSUS
MAINTAINING WEIGHT IN REAL LIFE

In the five studies reported thus far, we obtained support
for the relation between self-construal and motivation to
pursue different types of goals. One potential limitation of
these studies is that participants responded to goal pursuit
contexts that were provided by the researchers but did not
set those goals themselves. To address this and further as-
sess the generalizability of our findings, study 6 examined
natural goal pursuit behaviors in the field: consumers’ pur-
suit of weight management goals. We expected to find that
individuals with a more independent (interdependent) self-
construal tend to prefer attainment (maintenance) weight
management goals and allocate more resources toward pur-
suing these goals.

Method

We monitored American consumers’ goal pursuit behav-
iors on the popular online goal management website,
Stickk.com, over a period of 13 months: August 1, 2010, to
August 31, 2011. (Respecting privacy, we only observed
those users who chose to make their goal pursuit informa-
tion publicly available.) Stickk.com enables its users to set
goals and keep track of their progress. The website pro-
vides features that enable us to test our proposition: Users
can set both attainment and maintenance goals, and choose
to put money at stake—if they fail the goals they set, the
money staked is forfeited. Further, users can also choose to
become friends with other users of the website, developing
social relations in this online community.

Of the goal pursuit categories available (e.g., smoking
cessation, marathon participation) on Stickk.com, two
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(“Lose Weight” vs. “Maintain Weight”) involve the same
task and correspond to the two goal types we explore. We
thus focused on users who undertook these two goals. Prior
research suggests that the number of social ties one has
correlates with the extent to which the person holds an
interdependent (vs. independent) self-construal. For exam-
ple, Hsee and Weber (1999) found that individuals from a
predominantly interdependent culture maintained a signifi-
cantly larger number of social ties (M¼ 7.34) than those
from a predominantly independent culture (M¼ 5.08).
Mandel (2003) showed that individuals whose interdepend-
ent self-construal was made salient identified a signifi-
cantly larger number of friends and family members who
could be helpful to them (M¼ 8.62) than individuals
whose interdependent self-construal was not made salient
(M¼ 5.42). Thus, because the number of social relations
an individual possesses tends to reflect the extent to which
the person holds interdependent self-construal, we utilized
the number of friends each user made on Stickk.com as a
proxy measure of independent versus interdependent self-
construal.

Further, Stickk.com users have the option of putting
some money at stake for the goals they set. That is, if a
user succeeds in her or his attainment or maintenance
weight management goal, the person gets to keep the
money they staked. If, however, the person fails, the
money is forfeited (e.g., given to a charity of the user’s
choice). Hence, as a measure of users’ motivation for
achieving their goal, we used the amount of money that
they put at stake on the goal (cf. Koo and Fishbach 2008).
To control for other factors (e.g., experience and involve-
ment with Stickk.com) that could potentially affect motiva-
tion to pursue different types of goals, we also obtained
data on the total number of goals that each user set during
the 13 month period, as well as the number of days since
the user started using the website.

Results

Data Cleanup. Overall, 2120 weight management
goals were set during the 13 month period by individuals
who participated in at least one social activity on the web-
site (i.e., befriended and interacted with at least one other
user on the website). To control for the potential impact of
prior goal pursuit experience on subsequent behavior, we
only included the first goal of each user in our analyses
(thus excluding 513 goals that were set by users who al-
ready had set another goal). This left a total of 1607 usable
observations. Note that this data filtering did not affect our
results; the effects reported here remained significant when
the entire unfiltered sample was used.

Goal Preference. To test whether the extent to which
an individual is independent versus interdependent influ-
ences the likelihood of the person choosing an attainment

versus maintenance goal, we ran a logistic regression with
goal type (attainment¼ 0, maintenance¼ 1) as the depen-
dent variable and the mean-centered number of friends as
the independent variable. Consistent with our proposition,
individuals with more friends were more likely to opt for
the goal of maintaining as opposed to losing weight
(b¼ .30, z¼ 4.94, p< .001).

Given the field setting of this study, one might argue
that the number of friends is not a stringent measure of the
extent to which an individual is independent versus inter-
dependent, but rather reflects the amount of experience or
the level of involvement with the website. To rule out these
potential alternative accounts, we ran a logistic regression
with goal type (attainment vs. maintenance) as a dependent
variable, and mean-centered number of friends, number of
days since the user joined the website, number of goals that
the user set during the data collection period, and the
interaction terms of these measures as the independent
variables. Further supporting our hypothesis, the only sig-
nificant effect was that of the number of friends (b¼ .29,
z¼ 2.67, p< .008).

Motivation for Goal Pursuit. To examine whether mo-
tivation for goal pursuit of each goal type is moderated by
the extent to which an individual is independent (vs. inter-
dependent), we ran a regression with the motivation for
goal pursuit measure—money at stake—as the dependent
variable, and goal type (attainment vs. maintenance),
mean-centered number of friends, and their interaction
term as the independent variables. We found a significant
effect of goal type on the amount of money staked
(b¼�211.24, t(1603)¼ 2.66, p< .008), indicating that
[American] users who had attainment goals put more
money at stake than those who had maintenance goals.
However, this main effect was qualified by a significant
goal type� number of friends interaction (b¼ 71.12, t
(1603)¼ 2.18, p< .03). This interaction effect persisted
even when the entire unfiltered sample was analyzed or
when only users who actually put money at stake were in-
cluded in the analysis.

We probed this interaction via a spotlight analysis at two
standard deviations above and below the mean (Irwin and
McClelland 2003). The number of friends was plotted at
two standard deviations above versus below the mean,
which enabled us to observe the effect of goal type on
money at stake for people with more versus fewer friends.
While we only found a directional effect of the goal type
on money at stake for users with a larger number of friends
(p> .10), as we predicted, users with fewer friends put
more money at stake when they had attainment versus a
maintenance goals (b¼�440.2, t(1603)¼ 2.94, p< .01).
To see if these results are sensitive to the choice of two
standard deviations as the bar for the spotlight analysis we
conducted a second spotlight analysis at one standard devi-
ation above and below the mean, and found a similar
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pattern of results: While no significant effect was found for
users with a larger number of friends (p> .10), users with
fewer friends put more money at stake when they had at-
tainment versus maintenance goals (p< .01).

Further, including the number of goals set by the indi-
vidual, number of days since the user joined the website,
and respective interaction terms as additional independent
variables into the analyses, did not alter the significance of
the effects reported above. This suggests that experience
and involvement with the website could not explain the re-
sults. Taken together, these findings provide support for
our central hypothesis: Independents (interdependents) can
be more motivated to pursue attainment (maintenance)
goals. Finally, note that, in our data set, the average
amount of weight that consumers pursuing attainment
goals wanted to lose was not extreme (1.56 pounds per
week). Providing evidence that our findings are reasonably
robust, the pattern of results reported held even when we
only included attainment goals of different levels of mod-
esty, ranging from very modest (i.e., goals that are more
modest than the average [1.56 pounds per week] or the me-
dian [1.08 pounds per week]) to not-so modest levels (i.e.,
those within .5, 1, 2, 5 or 10 standard deviations from the
mean).

Discussion

The findings of this field study are consistent with hy-
pothesis 1. The extent to which individuals possess a more
independent (vs. interdependent) self-construal, as re-
flected by the number of social ties they have (Hsee and
Weber 1999; Mandel 2003), impacted the likelihood that
they would pursue attainment (vs. maintenance) weight
management goals. Further, after setting their goals, indi-
viduals with a more independent (vs. interdependent) self-
construal exhibited higher motivation, as measured by the
amount of money they put at stake, for pursuing attainment
(vs. maintenance) goals. These findings held regardless of
whether the entire or a cleaned sample was used in the
analyses. Given that users pursued the goals they set them-
selves in a natural setting, the results of this study provide
evidence of the external validity of our propositions and
illustrate the real-world consequences for consumers.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Consumer behavior in a wide spectrum of domains is
influenced by consumers’ self-construal as well as their
goals. This research examines how self-construal (indepen-
dent vs. interdependent) interacts with two major goal types
(attainment vs. maintenance) to impact consumers’ motiva-
tion for goal pursuit. In study 1, we showed that attainment
(maintenance) goals were more motivating for individuals
from a culture that emphasizes independence (interdepend-
ence). Study 2 experimentally manipulated the salience of

each type of self-construal, replicating the effect. In study 3,
we found that framing an attainment goal as appealing to
and hence activating an independent self-construal boosted
participants’ motivation for that goal, compared to when
the same goal was framed as appealing to an
interdependent self-construal. The opposite pattern emerged
for maintenance goals. Controlling for the potential influ-
ence of regulatory focus (Higgins et al. 2001) did not affect
the results.

In studies 4 and 5, we explored a potential mechanism
using a new graphical experimental paradigm that was less
susceptible to participants’ idiosyncratic differences and
could better capture the underlying psychological pro-
cesses. We found that consumers with a more independent
(interdependent) self-construal had a higher (lower) expec-
tation of completing attainment goals, and they exhibited
more salient goal pursuit knowledge, identifying more fac-
tors relevant to goal completion. The opposite patterns
emerged for maintenance goals. These differences medi-
ated the effect on motivation for pursuing the two types of
goals. Controlling for the potential influence of regulatory
focus using the latest measurement instrument (Haws et al.
2010) did not affect the results. Finally, in study 6, we
tracked and analyzed consumers’ real-life goal pursuit be-
haviors over a period of 13 months in the field. We found
that, consumers’ self-construal, as reflected by the number
of social ties consumers had, impacted the likelihood that
they opted to reduce versus maintain their body weight.
Further, after setting their goal, consumers who were more
independent exhibited more (less) motivation, as measured
by the amount of money they put at stake, when their goal
was weight reduction (maintenance). Overall, the results of
these six studies offer converging support for our central
proposition: Self-construal can interact with goal type to
impact consumers’ motivation for goal pursuit.

This research contributes to theory. We identify the link
between self-construal and consumers’ motivation for goal
pursuit, and we explored a potential underlying mechanism
for this relationship. Specifically, we suggest that indepen-
dent (vs. interdependent) self-construal emphasizes indi-
vidual advancement (vs. stability; Markus and Kitayama
1991). This can lead to completion of more advancement
(e.g., standing out from others; attaining more than others)
versus stability (e.g., keeping proper roles in the social hi-
erarchy; maintaining harmonious relations with others) re-
lated activities when an independent self-construal is
salient. However, the opposite pattern can occur when an
interdependent self-construal is salient. As a result, inde-
pendent (interdependent) self-construal can be more
strongly associated with knowledge pertaining to complet-
ing attainment (maintenance) goals. This saliently associ-
ated knowledge pertaining to completing a specific goal
type can lead to higher motivation for that goal type
(Kruglanski et al. 2002). In studies 4 and 5, we obtained re-
sults consistent with these propositions.
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This research also provides useful managerial insights
on international marketing and localization of products and
services. Our findings suggest that the two types of goals
can be leveraged differently across different segments of
consumers and across cultures to boost consumers’ motiva-
tion for goal pursuit. To illustrate, in cultures that empha-
size independence, marketing goods and services relating
to attainment goals can motivate consumers more. In cul-
tures that emphasize interdependence, however, promoting
goods and services relating to maintenance goals may mo-
tivate consumers more. For example, a bank can motivate
its customers in the United States by nudging them to in-
crease their savings account balance annually by a small
amount in order to obtain special benefits (e.g., higher in-
terest rate, higher credit limit). In contrast, the same bank
can motivate its customers in China by nudging them to
maintain their savings account balance at a certain level so
that they can retain the benefits.

The same notion can also be applied to within-firm
goals such as defining project deliverables for employees
with different sociocultural backgrounds. Moreover, our
results also suggest that marketing practitioners should
consider engineering purchase environments or consump-
tion contexts to activate respective self-construal, nudg-
ing consumers toward goals congruent with firms’
marketing objectives and hence increasing the likelihood
of consumers’ adoption of those consumption goals.
Similarly, our findings can also be leveraged by con-
sumers themselves—they can, for example, structure
their goal pursuit environment or frame their goals to
“match” the appropriate self-construal, to boost their per-
sistence on goal pursuit activities and hence likelihood of
completion.

The current research opens up interesting questions for
future research. In studies 4 and 5, we obtained results that
are consistent with our propositions. However, given the
scope of our research, we did not examine how consumers
with different self-construals acquire different types of
goal pursuit knowledge and how such knowledge is acti-
vated and utilized. Future research could thus explore these
topics and provide more definitive evidence for our pro-
posed mechanism. Future research could also shed light on
the precise content of the knowledge independents (inter-
dependents) have about completing attainment (mainte-
nance) goals.

The results of our studies suggest that the effects we ob-
served were driven by differences in salient goal pursuit
knowledge. However, because both self-construal and
goals are rich psychological constructs, we cannot preclude
that they may have interaction effects via different process
mechanisms. One such mechanism that we considered is
regulatory focus (Brodscholl et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2000).
In our studies 3 and 4, chronic regulatory focus measures
(Haws et al. 2010; Higgins et al. 2001) did not account for
our results. In study 5 we did not find a significant

interaction effect between goal type and self-construal on
the number of positive minus the number of negative
thoughts, as a regulatory focus account would likely pre-
dict. While we did not obtain results supporting a regula-
tory focus based account, it may still be possible that more
sensitive measures of that construct may detect a regula-
tory focus based mechanism that plays a role in the phe-
nomenon we investigated. Future research could explore
this possibility.

Our studies focused on common situations in which
attainment (maintenance) goals interact with indepen-
dent (interdependent) self-construal to increase motivation.
However, while perhaps less common, there are some at-
tainment goals that pertain to the collective (e.g., represent
one’s country and win a medal in the Olympic Games). In
those cases, the attainment goals can be in line with interde-
pendence, and thus individuals with an interdependent self-
construal can have high motivation for such attainment
goals. However, to the extent that the attainment goals relate
to one’s self rather than one’s social groups, individuals
with an interdependent self-construal are likely to be less
motivated to pursue these goals compared to those with an
independent self-construal. Conversely, there are some oc-
casions where maintenance goals pertain to one’s self (e.g.,
keep winning matches to maintain one’s champion title). In
those cases, individuals with an independent self-construal
may have high motivation as well. Future research could in-
vestigate these possibilities and shed more light on the inter-
action between goal type and self-construal.

Finally, independent versus interdependent self-
construal is just one dimension of the cultural mosaic; there
are other important differences between cultures (e.g.,
Hofstede 2001; Schwartz 1999; Wyer, Chiu, and Hong
2009). There are also other characteristics of goal pursuit
(e.g., Bagchi and Li 2011; Cheema and Bagchi 2011;
Dreze and Nunes 2011; Fishbach and Dhar 2005; Locke
and Latham 1990). Future research could thus investigate
whether and how differences in dimensions of culture may
impact consumers’ goal pursuit behaviors. For example,
compared to individuals from cultures that do not value a
long-term time orientation, individuals from cultures that
do may commit to more long-term goals. As another exam-
ple, cultural differences in cognitive styles (e.g., Monga
and Roedder John 2007) may also impact how consumers
evaluate and approach different types of goals. Exploring
such research questions can help further our understanding
of the relations between culture and goal type, and offer
important insights for consumers and firms.

DATA COLLECTION INFORMATION

The studies were designed by all three authors. The ex-
perimental data for the studies were collected by research
assistants under the supervision of the first two authors.
Study 1 was completed in November 2010, study 2 in
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February 2011, study 3 in April 2012, and study 4 and
study 5 in February 2014. Online consumer panel studies
were conducted via Qualtrics and Amazon Mechanical
Turk. The Chinese data were collected by research assis-
tants at Yunnan Normal University in China. The field data
in study 6 were observed from Stickk.com between August
2010 and August 2011. All three authors participated in an-
alyzing the data, with support of statistical specialists.
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