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Goal Effects on Action and Cognition

PETER M. GOLLWITZER
GORDON B. MOSKOWITZ

R esearch and theorizing on goals and their effects on
affect, behavior, and cognition has become very pop-
ular in social psychology, as documented by the many re-
cent edited books (e.g., Frese & Sabini, 1985; Gollwitzer
& Bargh, 1996; Halisch & Kuhl, 1987; Higgins & Sor-
rentino, 1990; Kuhl & Beckmann, 1985; Pervin, 1989) and
review chapters (e.g., Bargh, 1990; Chaiken, Liberman, &
Eagly, 1989; Karniol & Ross, 1996; Karoly, 1993; Kruglan-
ski, 1990; McIntosh & Martin, 1992; Tetlock, 1992) on
this theme. The reasons for this are manifold. Some are
rooted in the theoretical developments in the psychology
of motivation (see Geen, 1995; Gollwitzer, 1991; Heck-
hausen, 1991; Kuhl, 1983), others within the impact of the
~ cognitive revolution on social psychology (see Fiske,

1993b; Higgins & Bargh, 1987; Smith, 1994; Stevens &
Fiske, 1995).

The psychology of motivation has progressed within re-
cent years from a focus on describing the choice of action
goals (an emphasis on goal content) to explaining the
processes involved in the willful control of goal-directed
action (an emphasis on goal-related behavioral regulation).
This new interest in volition led to the embracing of the
goal concept, as goals are at the starting point of the willful
control of action. Assuming that cognitive activity serves
the purpose of controlling action (as noted by James, 1890,
“My thinking is first and always for my doing”), process
models have begun to examine goal effects on cognition
that mediates the regulation of the individual’s actions.

But goals also affect cognition for the purpose of aiding
the perception of others and deriving meaning from ob-
served social events (though one might argue that ultimately
such cognitions are used to help one plan actions—what
Bruner, Goodnow, & Austen, 1956, p. 12, called “instru-
mental activity”). In examining this theme within social
psychology, there has been a similar progression from a

focus on describing the impact of a goal on social judg-
ments (goal content) to explaining the willful control of
the processes involved in producing judgments (goal-
related regulation). This has produced a metaphor of
humans as “flexible strategists” who perhaps have a pre-
disposition toward being “cognitive misers,” but are ca-
pable of exerting their will and controlling the nature of
the cognitive processing they expend on a given task.
This interest in volitional control of cognitive processing
similarly has embraced the goal concept. Thus, despite
the impact of the cognitive revolution on social psychol-
ogy and the attempted neglect of. motivational terms
(e.g., needs, motives), the goal concept could not be
swept away (see Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960;
Simon, 1967). Perhaps the goal concept was spared be-
cause goals and plans are highly suitable to a cognitive
analysis (Carver & Scheier, 1981; Kruglanski, 1996) an

layed an important role in cognitive science and artifi-
cial intelligence (e.g., Wilensky, 1983).

CONSTRUCTION AND REGULATION AS
BASIC PRINCIPLES

Research focused on goal content, within the domains of
both action and thought, examines how the type of goal a
person selects determines some measured outcome vari-
able. Such research begins with a basic assumption that
people are active builders of what is experienced as reality.
By this it is meant that people bring to their meetings with
stimuli from the environment more than the appropriate
hardware that simply awaits being triggered by some prop-
erty of that environment. People have selective interests
(reflected by their needs, motives, and goals), either tran-
sient or long term, that help to shape the construal of their
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Over many vears of research, Locke and Latham have
explored moderators and mediators of the observed goal
specificity effect. What modifies the effect? Subjects
need to get frequent performance feedback, they should
feel highly committed to work on the tasks at hand, the
tasks should not be too complex, and limitations in talent
or situational constraints should not make task per-
formance impossible. What does not seem to matter is
whether goal setting is determined from outside (ie., as-
signed goals) or freely chosen by the individuals them-
selves (i.e., self-set goals) or in interacting with others
(i.e., participative goals). Locke and Latham speculate
that assigned goals with high standards create a challenge
similar to self-set goals of the same difficulty, and that dif-
ficult assigned goals are interpreted as a hint that some-
body believes the individual can achieve the goal. This in
turn should stimulate stronger feelings of self-efficacy and
thus better performance.

Locke and Latham also raised the question of what me-
diates the goal specificity effect. Specific challenging
goals increase people’s persistence—they work longer on
the task at hand. If the time to be spent on the task is lim-
ited, people work with greater intensity or effort. As
heightened persistence and effort affect the quantity and
quality of most task performance, these variables qualify
as effective mediators of the goal specificity effect. Fi-
nally, Locke and Latham report that people with specific
challenging goals focus their attention on the execution of
behaviors that lead to goal achievement, while ignoring
possible distractions. In addition, it is speculated that peo-
ple with specific challenging goals show a greater readi-
ness to plan their goal pursuits, which leads to conceiving
more and better strategies to implement the goal. But
most likely, specific challenging goals have feedback and
self—rnonitoring advantages as is assumed by Bandura and
Schunk (1981) for proximal goals compared with distal
goals (to be discussed).

But what are the sources of specific challenging goals?
Locke and Latham (1990) list two determinants, each af-
fected by different factors. The first is the individual’s
perceived performance capability; the second is the per-
ceived desirability of performance. The former is influ-
enced by the individual’s previous performance history
and how it is interpreted by the individual (i.e., relevant
outcome expectations, causal attributions, perceived abil-
ity, and experienced feelings of self-efficacy). The latter is
affected by outside factors (e.g., goal assignments, role
models, group norms, competitions, group goals) and in-
side factors (e.g., the valence of the goal as determined by
the individual’s needs, dissatisfaction with previous per-
formances, or mood). For Locke and Latham (1990), how-
ever, it is not the difference in sources (e.g., different
needs) that matters. What matters is whether the goal
content is framed in a challenging specific or nonspecific
way. They focus on a structural feature of goal content
(ie., specificity, challenge), and not whether the goal is
based on one source or another.

Needs as Sources of Goals. Deci and Ryan (1991; see
also Deci, 1992) have criticized this point of view by stating

that not all goals are “created equal.” According to Deci
and Ryan, goals affect a person’s behavior differently de-
pending on the kind of need that is the source of a person’s
goal setting. If two students in an art class contemplate
creating an interesting painting, Student A may set herself
the goal of pleasing her parents, whereas Student B fo-
cuses on her intrinsic joy in creating an interesting piece
of work. Based on their self-determination theory, Deci
and Ryan postulate that goals in the service of autonomy,
competence, and social integration needs lead to better
performances in the sense of greater creativity, higher
cognitive flexibility, greater depth of information process-
ing, and more effective coping with failure. Deci and
Ryan argue that these effects are mediated by a certain
kind of self-regulation; the respective needs of autonomy,
competence, and social integration are assumed to further
autonomous, self-determined, and authentic goal striving.
This positive kind of goal activity is contrasted with being
unretflectively controlled from outside (e.g., goal assign-
ments by authorities) or from inside (e.g., goal setting
based on feelings of obligation).

Deci and Ryan also discuss side effects of goal-directed
actions. The effects of a person’s goal-directed actions are
not only analyzed in terms of the successful realization of
the goal, but also in terms of various desired and undesired
side effects. Goals based on autonomy, competence, and so-
cial integration needs are associated with more positive
subjective well-being and higher life satisfaction. Kasser
and Ryan (1993) differentiated the contents of various life
goals in terms of how well they correspond to autonomy,
competence, and social integration needs. Goal contents in
accordance with these needs are, for instance, to cultivate
one’s relationships to friends, or to become active in com-
munal services. Goal contents such as making money, be-
coming famous, and acquiring high status do not qualify. If
people are setting themselves goals of the latter type, they
experience a reduced level of subjective well-being. Ac-
cording to Kasser and Ryan, this is particularly true for
people who feel highly efficacious with respect to relevant
goal-directed actions. This finding implies that people who
successfully implement materialistic goals are particularly
at risk for low subjective well-being.

Subjective well-being has been analyzed within the
framework of other goal content approaches as well. Em-
mons (1989, 1996) focuses on goals that specify what a
person is typically trying to do. Examples of such per-
sonal strivings are “trying to overcome shyness with
strangers,” “avoiding being dependent on others,” and
“making others feel good about themselves.” These goals,
which cannot be achieved by a single course of action
are, like other personality attributes, relatively stable
over time and consistently expressed in a variety of situ-
ations. Emmons (1991, 1996) reports that a strong pre-
dictor of a person’s positive subjective well-being is
having a high proportion of intimacy strivings within the
total number of strivings. A high proportion of achieve-
ment and power strivings, however, tends to be related to
higher levels of negative well-being. The level of con-
creteness/abstractness of a person’s strivings also seems
to play an important role (Emmons, 1992). High-level



strivings (e.g., making new friends) tend to be associated
with psychological distress, particularly anxiety and de-
pression, whereas low-level strivings (e.g., speak clearly
and plainly to strangers) are linked to greater levels of
psychological well-being but also to more physical illness.
It also makes a difference whether people frame their
goal as approaching a positive outcome (e.g., spend time
with others or try to stay calm even under taxing circum-
stances) versus avoiding a negative outcome (e.g., avoid
being lonely or avoid getting upset). Holding a high pro-
portion of avoidance strivings is associated with sup-
pressed positive moods, reduced life satisfaction,
heightened anxiety, and weaker physical health.

Implicit Theories as Sources of Goals. Dweck (1991,
Elliott & Dweck, 1988) has suggested a different type of
goal content theory than discussed so far. Dweck’s theory
focuses on achievement goals and postulates a distinction
between learning goals and performance goals. The
source of goal setting considered here is a person’s implicit
theory about the nature of ability—not a person’s needs as
focused on in Deci and Ryan’s theorizing. Whether in a
given achievement situation people set themselves either
one or the other type of goal depends on whether they
hold an entity theory (i.e., believe that the amount of abil-
ity is fixed and cannot be easily changed) or an incremen-
tal theory (i.e., believe that the amount of ability can be
improved by learning). People with different theories
about the nature of ability set themselves quite different
types of goals in achievement situations. Entity theorists
try to find out through task performance how capable they
are, thus making inferences on the amount of their respec-
tive talent. Accordingly, they set themselves performance
goals. But incremental theorists want to know where and
why they are making mistakes in order to learn how to im-
prove, and thus they set themselves learning goals. These
distinct types of goals have important behavioral conse-
quences, particularly when coping with failure. For indi-
viduals with performance goals, negative outcomes signal
a lack of intelligence and thus result in helpless reactions
(e.g., low persistence). People with learning goals, on the
other hand, view setbacks as cues to focus on new behav-
joral strategies. Their behavior is oriented toward master-
ing the causes of the setback. Similar distinctions between
various types of achievement goals have been suggested
by Ames and Archer (1988) who talk about mastery versus
performance goals, or by Nicholls (1979), who differenti-
ates between task involvement and ego involvement.

Dweck (1996) has recently extended ber theorizing to
the issue of moral character, thus moving beyond issues
of goal effects on achievement. Entity theorists are con-
trasted to incremental theorists in their choice of goals
where another person’s disreputable actions and trans-
gressions raise the question of his or her moral character.
Whereas entity theorists set themselves the goal of judg-
ing the other person’s relevant moral attributes, incre-
mental theorists pursue the goal of understanding the
dynamics of the other person’s behavior in the given sit-
uation. Again, these different goal contents have behav-
ioral consequences. When subjects are asked how they
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would deal with the other person’s disreputable actions
or transgressions, entity theorists propose punishment
and retaliation, incremental theorists propose education
and reform.

Further Goal Content Differences. Before ending the
section on goal content theories, two important structural
differences between types of goal contents need to be
mentioned. The first is discussed by Bandura (1989, 1991)
and relates to the time frame of goal attainment. Proximal
goals relate to what the individual does in the present or
the near future, whereas distal goals point far into the fu-
ture. Bandura and Schunk (1981) observed children who
were deficient and uninterested in mathematics pursue a
program of self-directed learning (7 sessions per 30 min-
utes; total of 42 pages of instructions) under conditions in-
volving either the distal goal only (ie., 42 pages in 7
sessions), proximal subgoals that led up to the distal goal
(i.e., 6 pages per session for 7 sessions), or without refer-
ence to concrete goals (i.e., subjects in the control group
were asked to complete as many pages as possible). The
distal goal alone had no effect compared with the control
group, whereas entertaining proximal goals improved the
children’s arithmetic attainments. This effect was medi-
ated by an increase in the children’s strength of self-
efficacy and intrinsic interest in mathematics. As adopting
additional proximal goals leads to receiving more feedback
on performance than adopting only a distal goal, subjects
with proximal goals should find it easier to monitor the
progress of their goal pursuit. Apparently, distal goals are
too far removed in time to effectively guide a person’s ac-
tions and fail to provide small successes that promote self-
efficacy and interest.

A second important difference in the framing of goals-
has recently been introduced by Higgins et al. (Higgins,
Roney, Crowe, & Hymes, 1994; Roney, Higgins, & Shah,
1995) and pertains to the valence of the goal pursuit. It is
argued that goals with a positive outcome focus (i.e., goals
concerned with the presence or absence of a positive out-
come, such as being popular) are responsive to nurturance
needs and associated with a predilection for approach
strategies. Goals with a negative outcome focus (i.e., goals
concerned with the presence or absence of a negative out-
come, such as being lon’ely\), on the other hand, are said to
be responsive to security needs and associated with a
predilection for avoidance strategies. Finally, individuals
with chronic discrepancies between their actual and ideal
selves (i.e., people who fall short of their ideals) show a
predilection for goals that aim at approaching matches to
desired end states. Individuals with actual/ought self-
discrepancies (i.e., people who fall short of their duties) on
the other hand select goals that aim at avoiding mismatches
to desired end states and goals that aim at avoiding matches
to undesired end states. This new conceptualization and re-
search raises the interesting question of whether goals with
a positive or negative outcome focus have a better chance
to be attained depending on whether they are framed as ap-
proach or avoidance goals, and whether the typical framing
of goals associated with different self-guides (i.e., ideal vs.
ought) leads to differences in performance and action.
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Self-Regulation Theories of Goal Striving

As experience tells us, there is often a long way from goal
setting to goal attainment. Having set a goal is just a first
step toward goal attainment, which is commonly associ-
ated with a host of implementational problems that need
to be solved successfully. These problems of goal pursuit
are manifold, as they pertain to initiating goal-directed
actions and bringing them to a successful ending. To ef-
fectively solve these problems, the individual needs to
seize good opportunities to act, ward off distractions, flex-
ibly step up efforts in the face of difficulties, bypass bar-
riers, compensate for failures and shortcomings, and
negotiate conflicts between goals. Self-regulation theories
analyze how the individual effectively solves these prob-
lems of goal implementation. Often they focus on one of
these problems in particular and ignore the others. But all
of them try to propose general principles that apply to the
problems of implementation of all goals despite differ-
ences in context. In addition, one type of self-regulation
theory is primarily based on ideas cultivated in the psy-
chology of motivation, whereas the other type prefers a
purely cognitive view.

Nuttin (1980) defined the central features of a motiva-
tional goal theory as follows: Goals and action plans are
not simply “cold”cognitions that specify standards or ref-
erence points. Rather, goals and plans are cognitively ex-
plicated and elaborated needs. Whereas goals describe
desired events and outcomes, plans specify how the per-
son intends to attain these events and outcomes. The
intensity of goal-directed actions is thought to be deter-
mined by the individual’s motivation to reach the goal
and by the instrumentality of the plan on which these ac-
tions are based.

The Model of Action Phases. In their model of action
phases, Heckhausen and Gollwitzer (1987; see also Goll-
witzer, 1990; Heckhausen, 1991) followed Nuttin’s pre-
scription of a motivational goal theory and explicated it in
more detail. The model assumes that a person’s motives
and needs produce more wishes and desires than can pos-
sibly be realized. Therefore, the individual is forced to
make a choice, which is preceded by deliberating the fea-
sibility and desirability of his or her wishes and desires.
Only the feasible and attractive wishes are chosen for
implementation and thus turned into goals. Whether goal-
directed behaviors are initiated in a given situation
depends on the desirability and feasibility of the goal, but
also on the perceived suitability of the present situational
context with respect to the execution of relevant goal-di-
rected actions. All of this is considered in relation to the
desirability and feasibility of other competing goals that
also press for realization in the given situation and to pos-
sible future situational contexts that may be more or less
suitable than the one at hand.

These ideas of the action phases model rely on the clas-
sic motivational variables (see Atkinson, 1964) of desirabil-
ity (i.e., expected value of the goal) and feasibility (i.e.,
beliefs on whether and how the goal can be realized). They
are reminiscent of Ajzen’s (1985, 1988) theory of planned
behavior that is also based on traditional motivational

theorizing. There, too, it is assumed that the attitude to-
ward an action (i.e., its expected value) and the perceived
controllability of this action (i.e., its feasibility) conjointly
determine whether the individual decides to execute it.
Whereas the action phases model talks of action goals as
the result of this decision, the theory of planned behavior
speaks of behavioral intentions.

But the action phases model was introduced as a critique
of traditional motivational theorizing on goal-directed ac-

tion, and therefore suggests a host of further hypotheses.

Gollwitzer (1990; see also Klinger, 1977; Kuhl, 1983)
argues that for issues of goal choice (or the choice of goal-
directed actions) the classic motivational variables of desir-
ability and feasibility may suffice. But when it comes to the
implementation of a chosen goal (or goal-directed behav-
ior), further variables need to be taken into account. The
action phases model was designed to explicate the differ-
ences between the motivational issue of goal choice and the
volitional (willful) issue of goal implementation (a concep-
tual distinction proposed by the German will psychologists,
but also more recently by Lewin, Dembo, Festinger, &
Sears, 1944), and to stimulate hypotheses on the conditions
and processes of the willful implementation of chosen goals.

The model takes a comprehensive temporal (horizontal)
view of goal pursuit, which extends from the origins of a
person’s wishes and desires to the evaluation of attained
outcomes. It is suggested that goal pursuit entails four dif-
ferent, consecutive action phases. At each phase, people are
expected to face a qualitatively distinct task that must
be accomplished to promote goal completion. The first of
these tasks, which is accomplished in the predecisional
phase, is deliberating wishes in light of the evaluative crite-
ria of feasibility and desirability to arrive at a decision on
whether to act on one’s wishes. A positive decision trans-
fers the wish or desire into a binding goal, which is ac-
companied by a feeling of determination or obligation.
Accordingly, the next task to be solved is promoting the ini-
tiation and successful execution of goal-directed action.
This may be simple when the necessary goal-directed ac-
tions are well-practiced or routine or complex when the
person is still undecided about where and how to act. In
complex cases, the execution of goal-directed action needs
to be prepared. The action phases model refers to this pe-
riod as the preactional phase. In moving from wishes to ac-
tion, the individual creates plans by reflecting and deciding
on when, where, how, and how long to implement action.

With the initiation of goal-directed behaviors, the indi-
vidual enters the actional phase, which involves bringing
goal-directed behaviors to a successful conclusion. For this
purpose, the individual must readily respond to situational
opportunities and demands, must jump at all opportunities
that allow progress toward the goal and, when encountering
difficulties and hindrances, should readily increase his or
her efforts. This responsiveness to situational opportunities
and demands promotes goal achievement.

The final action phase is called postactional. Here the
task is to evaluate goal achievement by comparing what
has been achieved with what has been desired. Often re-
ality does not live up to our wishes and desires even when
we are determined to act on them. We may have to admit
that we simply did not perform as well as we had hoped or



that the environment was not as supportive as we had ex-
pected, and therefore we fell short of attaining our goals.
But even if we fully attain them, we may learn that our
successes are not as sweet as we had hoped. Accordingly,
in the postactional phase we look back at the original de-
liberation and evaluation of our wishes and desires, which
triggers renewed deliberation and reevaluation of their
feasibility and desirability. As a consequence, we may re-
duce our standards of performance with respect to the
goal at hand, but we may also start to consider other, com-
peting wishes and desires that now appear comparatively
more feasible and desirable. In this sense, the postactional
phase directs us toward the past as well as the future and,
most importantly, brings us to where we started—our
wishes and desires.

Action Phases and Mind-Sets. The primary objective of
the action phases model is to identify the typical problems
people encounter in their goal pursuits. But the model has
also stimulated theoretical concepts that help to under-
stand people’s functioning at the various stages of goal pur-
suit. One of these is the concept of mind-set. This concept
was introduced by the Wiirzburg school of thought (Kiilpe,
1904; Watt, 1905) to explain the experimental observation
that instructing subjects to solve a specific task creates a re-
lated cognitive orientation (i.e., a set) that furthers the so-
lution of that task, but hampers solving other, unrelated
tasks. Apparently, when a person becomes involved with a
given task, relevant cognitive procedures become activated
and hence more easily accessible. Applying this idea to the
model of action phases (Gollwitzer, 1990, 1991), it follows
that different mind-sets (i.e., general cognitive orientations
with distinct features) should emerge when a person ad-
dresses the distinct tasks associated with the various action
phases. These mind-sets should be endowed with those
cognitive features that facilitate the respective tasks and
are thus beneficial to task completion.

By initiating the mind-sets that correspond to the ac-
tion phases they are currently traversing, people can ef-
fectively promote their goal pursuits. Studies conducted
on the mind-sets associated either with deliberating
wishes and desires (i.e., the deliberative mind-set of the
predecisional phase) or with planning the initiation of
goal-directed actions (ie, the implemental mind-set of
the preactional phase) support this idea. When subjects
are asked to engage in intensive deliberation of whether
to turn an important personal wish or desire into a goal,
a cognitive orientation (ie., the deliberative mind-set)
with the following features originates: Subjects become
more open-minded in processing available information;
heeded information is processed more effectively while
peripheral information is also encoded (Gollwitzer, 1991;
Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987). Second, subjects pro-
cess information that is relevant to making decisions (e.g.,
desirability related information) more effectively than
implementation-related information (e.g., information on
the sequencing of actions; Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, &
Steller, 1990). Finally, with desirability-related informa-
tion, the pros and cons of making a decision are analyzed
in an impartial manner (Beckmann & Gollwitzer, 1987).
Moreover, feasibility-related information (i.e., another
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type of information relevant to making decisions) is ana-
lyzed in a relatively objective, nonillusionary way. Com-
pared with a control group, Gollwitzer and Kinney (1989)
observed reduced illusion of control judgments with sub-
jects in a deliberative mind-set, and Taylor and Goll-
witzer (1995) obtained more modest self-perceptions (on
personal attributes such as creativity, intellectual ability,
social intelligence) and self-evaluations (i.e., answers on
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale). The various features
of the cognitive orientation associated with the delibera-
tive mind-set should facilitate the making of “good” (i.e.,
realistic) goal decisions, because it prevents perceiving
wishes (i.e., the potential goals) as more desirable or fea-
sible than they actually are. '

When subjects are asked to plan the implementation of a
chosen goal or project, a cognitive orientation (i.e., the im-
plemental.mind—set) with quite different attributes origi-
nates: Subjects become closed-minded in the sense that
they are no longer distracted by irrelevant information
(Gollwitzer, 1996). They are also very effective in process-
ing information related to implementation-related issues
(e.g., the sequencing of actions; Gollwitzer et al., 1990).
Moreover, desirability-related information is processed in
a partial manner favoring pros over cons (Beckmann &
Gollwitzer, 1987), and feasibility-related information is
analyzed in a manner that favors illusionary optimism. This
optimism extends to the illusion of control in the face of
uncontrollable outcomes (Gollwitzer & Kinney, 1989), but
also to a person’s self-perception of important personal at-
tributes (e.g., cheerfulness, academic ability, sensitivity to
others, self-respect, drive to achieve, leadership ability),
to the perceived vulnerability to both controllable and un-
controllable risks (e.g., developing an addiction to pre-
scription drugs or losing a partner to an early death,
respectively). Finally, the implemental mind-set elevates
people’s mood and their self-esteem. Of importance is that
the mind-set effects on self-perception and perceived vul-
nerability to risk are not mediated by mood or self-esteem
changes (see Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995). All the listed fea-
tures of the implemental mind-set should facilitate goal
achievement as they allow the individual to effectively
cope with classic problems of goal implementation, such as
being distracted with irrelevant things, doubting the at-
tractiveness of the pursued goal, or being pessimistic about
its feasibility.

In summary, it appears that the stages of goal pursuit
are more efficiently traversed when a person adopts the
appropriate mind-sets at the various phases of goal pur-
suit. For setting goals, a deliberative mind-set seems most
conducive. The individual can create this mindset by in-
tensively weighing the desirability and feasibility of
wishes and desires. When implementing chosen goals,
however, an implemental mind-set seems more conducive.
People can establish this mind-set by planning the imple-
mentation of their goals.

Implementation Intentions versus Goal Intentions. A
second concept stimulated by the action phases model is
implementation intention (Gollwitzer, 1993, 1996). It is a
form of planning that involves the individual’s commitment
to perform a certain goal—directed behavior in response to a
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particular situation. Implementation intentions take the
format of “I intend to do x when I encounter situation y”
thus linking an anticipated future situation (opportunity) to
a certain goal-directed behavior. Implementation intentions
are different from goal intentions. The latter take the for-
mat of “I intend to achieve x”; the x specifies a desired end-
state, which may be the execution of a desired concrete
behavior or the attainment of a desired outcome. Goal in-
tentions are commonly the end result of the deliberation of
wishes and desires in the predecisional phase, and thus
mark the transition to the preactional phase (accordingly,
the behavioral intentions discussed in the theory of planned
behavior qualify as goal intentions; Ajzen, 1985, 1988).
Goal intentions create a feeling of commitment to achieve
the specified desired end-state but do not commit the indi-
vidual to execute a certain goal-directed behavior when a
specified situational context arises. Such additional com-
mitments may be added with implementation intentions
whenever problems of goal realization are anticipated.

Implementation intentions constitute a powerful strat-
egy to overcome these problems. First, forming implemen-
tation intentions increases a person’s commitment to the
respective goal intention (Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, &
Ratajczak, 1990). Second, it helps people get started with
goal-directed actions. Goal intentions with implementation
intentions are completed about three times more often
than mere goal intentions (see Gollwitzer, 1993). Because
implementation intentions spell out links between situa-
tional cues and goal-directed behaviors, it is assumed that
by forming such intentions people pass on the control of
goal-directed behavior to environmental cues thus facili-
tating the initiation of goal-directed actions. On a mi-
crolevel of analysis, it is hypothesized that the mental
representation of the specified situational cues becomes
highly activated, thus making these cués more accessible.
Results of various experiments support this view (for a
summary, see Gollwitzer, 1993, 1996). Situational cues
specified in implementation intentions are more easily de-
tected and remembered, as well as more readily attended
to than comparable nonintended situations. Moreover, it is
hypothesized that implementation intentions create strong
associative links between mental representations of situa-
tions and actions that are commonly only achieved through
repeated and consistent acting in these situations. Accord-
ingly, the initiation of the intended goal-directed behavior
in the presence of the critical situation should resemble the
initiation of a habitualized response. Various experiments
demonstrate that the goal-directed behaviors specified in
implementation intentions are initiated swiftly and effort-
lessly in the presence of the critical situation. Moreover,
the subliminal presentation of the critical situation suffices
to activate cognitive concepts and knowledge relevant to
the efficient execution of the intended behavior. The
heightened accessibility of these concepts should in turn
facilitate the efficient initiation of the intended behavior.
Finally, patients with a frontal lobe injury—who are
known to be plagued by deficient conscious and effortful
control of behavior but known to be blessed with effective
effortless control of habitualized behaviors—greatly bene-
fit from having formed implementation intentions when it
comes to the swift initiation of intended behaviors.

In summary, forming an implementation intention is an
act of will that changes conscious control of goal-directed
action over to direct, environmental control (Bargh &
Gollwitzer, 1994). The situational stimuli specified in im-
plementation intentions become direct elicitors of goal-
directed action. People may turn to this self-regulatory
strategy when they anticipate problems with making use
of good opportunities to act (e.g., when they are tired, ab-
sorbed in some other activity, lost in thoughts) and when
they attempt to fight bad habits or unwanted stereotypical
thought patterns. In the latter case, the stimuli that habit-
ually trigger the. unwanted responses only have to be
linked to desired antagonistic responses. All of this is rem-
iniscent of Ach’s analysis of willing, as described earlier.
The data obtained are in support of Ach’s “linkage theory
of intention” and weaken Lewin’s critique. Apparently,
implementation intentions (i.e., intentions that link situa-
tions to behaviors) strongly affect a person’s goal-directed
behaviors. They are not superfluous, as Lewin thought.
On the other hand, recent data suggest (Gollwitzer, 1996)
that a vital goal intention is the precondition for the ef-
fects of implementation intentions, which is in line with
Lewin’s view of the primacy of goal intentions.

Competing Goal Pursdits and Action Control Strategies.
Kuhl (1983, 1984; for a recent summary, see Kuhl & Beck-
mann, 1994) focuses on self-regulatory processes that con-

‘tribute to goal achievement in the face of competing action

tendencies. Following Atkinson and Birch’s (1970) theoriz-
ing on the dynamics of action, it is assumed that at any
given point many different action tendencies coexist with
waxing and waning strengths. Atkinson and Birch’s ideas
did not initially receive due attention, as most research on
motivation and goals traditionally analyzed a person’s striv-
ings separately in an episodic fashion. However, Kuhl as-
sumes that for an ordered action sequence to occur, a
current guiding goal has to be shielded from competing goal
intentions (e.g., the goal of making an important phone call
from the competing intention to tidy up one’s messy desk).
He terms this shielding mechanism action control and dif-
ferentiates a number of different, but compatible control
strategies, such as attention control, emotion control, moti-
vation control, and environment control. Through environ-
ment control, for example, the individual prevents the
derailing of an ongoing goal pursuit by removing any com-
peting temptations or enticements from the situational con-
text in which goal pursuit is to occur.

Whether and how effectively these strategies are em-
ployed depends on the current control mode of the indi-
vidual. An action-oriented person concentrates on the
planning and initiating of goal-directed action, responds
flexibly to the respective contextual demands, and em-
ploys the listed control strategies effectively. Things are
quite different with a state-oriented person. This person
cannot disengage from competing incomplete goals, is
caught up in uncontrollable perseveration of thoughts
related to aversive experiences or to dysfunctional
thoughts about future successes. State orientation may
be induced by situational variables (e.g., a surprising
event, persistent failure) but is also founded in a personal
disposition. The model of action control has seen many



refinements (see Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994) and has ar-
rived at a high level of complexity. It is assumed that ac-
tion control cannot be understood without considering
the many different mental subsystems (e.g., a memory
system specialized on the retention of goals) involved. In
addition, experimental research on state orientation as a
personality attribute has discovered a further volitional
handicap called self-infiltration (Kuhl & Kazen, 1994).
State-oriented individuals readily misperceive assigned
goals as self-generated, and the degree of such false self-
ascriptions is closely associated with a reduced enact-
ment of self-chosen as compared with assigned goals.

Resumption of Disrupted Goal Pursuit. Kuhl’s action
control theory focuses on self-regulatory strategies that
shield goal pursuit from distractions. But even if a certain
attempt to achieve a goal gets disrupted or fails, the indi-
vidual does not need to give up on the goal. Many goals
have multiple alternative pathways to approach them. The
latter is particularly true for higher order goals (e.g., being
popular), as they can be approached through many alter-
native lower order goals (e. g., giving parties, making com-
pliments, helping others). Self-completion theory has
explicitly addressed the issue of compensation with alter-
native goal-directed efforts by analyzing a certain type of
higher order goal called self-defining goals (Gollwitzer &
Wicklund, 1985a; Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). Self-
defining goals specify some kind of identity as the desired
end state, such as being a scientist, good mother, physi-
cian, or politically liberal person. As many different things
indicate the possession of such identities, the theory con-
ceives the individual’s striving for an identity as an endur-
ing process of collecting these indicators (or self-defining
symbols). These indicators extend from possessing the rel-
evant material symbols (e.g., books, journals, and awards
for a scientist) to relevant self-descriptions (e.g., using ti-
tles) and performances (e.g., obtaining and publishing in-
teresting research findings). The theory postulates that
whenever shortcomings with respect to one type of sym-
bol are encountered, the individual will experience self-
definitional incompleteness, which leads to compensatory
efforts aimed at substitution. These may take the form of
either pointing to the possession of alternative symbols or
acquiring new symbols.

The compensation principle has been supported in
many studies with various self-defining goals and dif-
ferent types of symbols (e.g., Gollwitzer, Wicklund, &
Hilton, 1982; Wagner, Wicklund, & Shaigan, 1990; Wick-
lund & Gollwitzer, 1981). Brunstein and Gollwitzer
(1996) demonstrated that easily accessible symbols (e.g.,
self-descriptions) are equally powerful substitutes for
symbols that are harder to come by (e.g., relevant per-
formances). This implies that newcomers to a field of in-
terest (e.g., science) can already symbolize having the
related identity even though they are not yet in full com-
mand of the relevant performances. Further, elderly
people do not have to “leave the field” when age-related
deficits hamper performance (see Gollwitzer & Kirch-
hof, in press) as self-descriptive allusions to relevant per-
formances in the past or to acquired possessions and
titles effectively substitute for weak performances.
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Research on self-completion theory also has discovered
that effective self-symbolizing needs social reality. In line
with the social reality notion developed by Lewin’s stu-
dents (Lissner, 1933; Mahler, 1933), compensatory efforts
were found to be particularly effective when other people
noticed them (Gollwitzer, 1986). Self-completion theory
also points to the interpersonal costs of compensatory goal
pursuits. When subjects respond to incompleteness with
compensation, they interpret the presence of others in
terms of their capability to notice their compensatory ef-
forts and thus lack social sensitivity about the personal in-
terests of these people (Gollwitzer & Wicklund, 1985b).

Self-completion theory is reminiscent of Lewin’s (1926)
quasi-need theory of goal pursuit. As with Lewin’s the.-
ory, it is assumed that a person’s goals persist until they
are reached. A person’s readiness to act on a goal is
greater when tension is high or, as self-completion theory
states, when a sense of the goal’s incompleteness is pre-
sent. It differs from Lewin’s theorizing in the assessment
of the commitment to the goal. Following Lewin, com-
mitment depends on how well the goal is integrated into
relevant higher order needs. Because self-completion the-
ory focuses on self-defining goals, which in Lewin’s terms
would already qualify as higher order needs by them-
selves (e.g., being a good mother), commitment cannot be
assessed by considering the integration with higher order
needs. Accordingly, commitment is assessed more di-
rectly in terms of a person’s hanging on to the goal and re-
fusing to let go. It is inquired whether people consistently
use opportunities to act on their goal, and whether people
would consider the idea of having to quit their goal as
highly aversive. In all the research on self-completion, it
was always the individuals with high commitment (in the
sense described) who showed compensatory efforts as a
response to incompleteness, whereas noncommitted indi-
viduals failed to do so. In other words, goal commitment
is a powerful moderator of self-completion effects. This is
in line with other findings on the moderating role of com-
mitment on goal effects, for instance, the goal specificity
effect (see Locke & Latham, 1990) or the effects of per-
sonal strivings on subjective well-being (Brunstein, 1993).

Self-completion theory may sound similar to Steele’s
(1988) self-affirmation theory, but self-affirmation is a
self-esteem theory, not a goal theory. According to Steele,
anything that makes you feel good will reaffirm your self-
esteem. In other words, when self-esteem is threatened,
the individual can do a broad array of things (e.g., affirm
values) to reaffirm self-esteem. For self-completion the-
ory, the focus is on self-defining goals in which an incom-
pleteness can only be substituted for by acquiring an
alternative symbol of this self-defining goal. When a self-
definition is threatened, the things the person can do are
more limited as he or she must acquire a substitute with
respect to this very self-definition, rather than anything
that is affirming.

Mobilization of Effort. People may promote goal
achievement by compensating for experienced failures, but
they may also try to avoid committing failures in the first
place. Warding off failures becomes a pressing issue when-
ever difficulties are mounting and success becomes less
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likely or even impossible. When do people step up their ef-
forts to confront experienced difficulties and when do they
succumb to failure? Brehm (Brehm & Self, 1989; Wright &
Brehm, 1989) has offered an energization theory of motiva-
tion that offers answers to these questions.

This theory assumes that a person’s energization in terms
of the readiness to exert effort is directly determined by
the perceived difficulty of the task at hand. As the per-
ceived difficulty increases, so does the person’s effort ex-
penditure, and this is true unless the task is perceived as
unsolvable or impossible. But there is a second limit to this
linear increase of effort expenditure in response to height-
ened task difficulty. Brehm introduces the concept of po-
tential motivation to describe this limitation. What feeds
into potential motivation are the classic motivational vari-
ables of the strengths of the related need or higher order
goal, the incentive value of the task, and the instrumental-
ity of task completion for need satisfaction or attainment of
the higher order goal. For the individual with high poten-
tial motivation, the linear relationship between the per-
ceived difficulty of the task at hand and respective effort
expenditure is expected to extend even to tasks of very high
difficulty levels, whereas with low levels of potential moti-
vation this linear relationship is expected to end at tasks of
moderate difficulty. When the level of potential motivation
is low, people do not find it worthwhile to extend more ef-
fort when an easy task becomes more difficult. When po-
tential motivation is high, however, an increase in difficulty
is matched by investing more effort, and this responsive-
ness holds up to high levels of difficulty.

Empirical tests of the theory have varied potential mo-
tivation either by offering rewards for task completion
(that were described as either low or high) or by suggest-
ing to subjects that successful task completion makes them
eligible for winning an attractive prize {and the probabil-
ity of winning was described as either low or high). Effort
mobilization was assessed either directly in terms of psy-
chophysiological arousal (i.e., systolic blood pressure;
Wright & Gregorich, 1989) or indirectly in terms of the at-
tractiveness of success just before the subject began work-
ing on the task (Biner & Hammond, 1988), because the
theory defines immediate attractiveness of success as a di-
rect function of the amount of energy mobilized. In gen-
eral, low potential motivation curbs the predicted linear
relationship between task difficulty and exerted amount
of effort; if potential motivation is low, people no longer
mobilize more effort when task difficulty increases. This
finding parallels observations made in research on self-
completion theory: Only people who were strongly com-
mitted to their self-definitions (or higher order goals)
responded to failure with heightened compensatory ef-
forts. As people with weak commitments can be assumed
to experience low levels of potential motivation at a given
self-definitional task, it appears that the exertion of effort
to prevent failure (effort mobilization) as well as efforts
aimed at the compensation of failure (self-symbolizing)
can only be expected when the respective goal pursuit is
perceived as motivationally worthwhile.

Negotiating between Goals. Researchers on goals are
becoming increasingly aware that goals are not created in

solitary. People set themselves many goals, and these goals
may come into conflict with each other. When goals are
short term, it makes sense to shield an ongoing goal pursuit
from competing others until the ongoing goal pursuit is
completed (see Kuhl’s research described earlier). Things
get more tricky, however, when the conflicting goals are
enduring, such as self-defining goals (Wicklund & Goll-
witzer, 1982), personal strivings (Emmons, 1989), or life
tasks (Cantor, 1994). Emmons and King (1988) observed
that conflict between and within personal strivings is asso-
ciated with poor well-being. Conflict was found to relate
to negative affectivity and physical symptomatology, both
concurrently and prospectively. Emmons (1996) argues
that creative integrations of a person’s strivings might re-
verse the negative effects of conflict. The observation that
so-called generativity strivings (i.e., strivings that demand
both the creating and giving up of a product) are associ-
ated with higher levels of subjective well-being is cited in
support of this idea, as generativity may be understood as
the creative blending of intimacy strivings and power
strivings. Through creative integration of agentic (power)
and communal (intimacy) strivings, the generative individ-
ual is able to achieve a reconciliation between power and
intimacy. It appears then that subjective well-being needs
more than the possession and progression toward impor-
tant life goals. It demands the integration of separate goal
strivings into a coherent gestalt or philosophy of life.

Conflict between goals has also been discussed in the
theoretical framework of life tasks (Cantor & Fleeson,
1991, 1994). Life tasks, such as doing well academically,
exert specific influences on behavior as they are inter-
preted differently over the life course and across situational
contexts. Life tasks are often confronted with difficulties,
frustrations, anxieties, and self-doubts, and the individual’s
style of appraising these hindrances leads to a typical pat-
tern of action goals aimed at overcoming such obstacles. For
example, college students who worry about their abilities
when they experience failure (i.e., outcome-focused indi-
viduals; Harlow & Cantor, 1994), may, in a strategic effort
to meet their academic life task, turn for reassurance to
others whom they regard as confidants and encouragers. In
this case, social goals are put in the service of academic
goals. But for others, different patterns of action goals may
be more suitable to meet the academic life task. College
students who worry about losing their composure and thus
failing to perform in an upcoming test or exam (i.e., defen-
sive pessimists; Norem & Cantor, 1986) may instead try to
meet their academic life task by mentally playing through
worst case scenarios prior to taking the test. Apparently,
people tune the goal pursuits in the service of their life
tasks to their ideographic appraisals of experienced obsta-
cles, thus trying to find the most suitable solutions for them
personally.

Goals and Discrepancy Reduction. The goal theories
discussed so far implicitly or explicitly conceive goals as
something attractive (i.e., a positive incentive correspond—
ing to some vital need) that the individual feels committed
to attain. The goal thus pulls the individual in the direc-
tion of goal attainment. This motivational perspective is
rivaled by a more cognitive view that conceives goals as



solely specifying a performance standard. Prototypical are
Bandura's (1989, 1991) ideas on the self-regulation of ac-
tion. According to Bandura, goals have no motivational
consequences per se; they only specify the conditions that
allow a positive or negative self-evaluation. If the set goal
is attained through one’s actions, a positive self-evaluation
prevails; whereas staying below one’s goal leads to a nega-
tive self-evaluation. The individual thus is pushed by the
negative self-evaluation associated with the discrepancy,
and pulled by the anticipated positive self-evaluation that
is “intrinsically” linked to closing the gap between the
status quo and the goal (ie., the performance standard).

These basic ideas imply that goals stimulate effortful act-
ing toward goal attainment (what Bandura calls high
performance motivation) only when people cognize a dis-
crepancy between the status quo and the set goal (Bandura
& Cervone, 1983). Bandura therefore proposes giving fre-
quent feedback as a powerful measure to stimulate a per-
son’s goal pursuit. Moreover, people are expected to engage
in efforts to reduce the experienced discrepancy only when
they feel self-efficacious with respect to the required ac-
tions (Bandura & Wood, 1989). Doubts about possessing
the capabilities necessitated by these actions undermine a
person’s readiness to act on the goal.

What is interesting in Bandura’s goal theory is the hy-
pothesis that goal pursuit does not come to an end when
the goal is reached. The idea that goal pursuit ends with
goal attainment was originally voiced by the behaviorists
and was uncritically accepted by most later goal theorists.
Wood and Bandura’s (1989) research suggests, however,
that goal attainment raises people’s self-efficacy feelings,
which results in setting more challenging goals. In this
way, new discrepancies are created that stimulate new ef-
forts at discrepancy reduction.

Bandura’s ideas bear certain similarities to control the-
ory as suggested by Carver and Scheier at the beginning of
the 1980s (1981; Scheier & Carver, 1988). But what are
the differences? Control theory is a branch of engineering
that was originally developed to enable machines to do
things previously done by people (Powers, 1978). As sug-
gested by Miller et al. (1960), Carver and Scheier apply
a control theoretical framework to the study of goal-
directed action. The central conceptual unit of their
analysis is the negative feedback loop. In a negative feed-
back loop, a reference criterion is compared with a per-
ceptual input in a’ comparator. If there is a difference
between the two, a signal is generated (i.e., an error is de-
tected). The detected error elicits behavior that reduces

the discrepancy between the reference criterion and the

perceptual input. Following Powers’s (1973) proposal that .

behavior is organized hierarchically, Carver and Scheier
assume a cascading loop structure. In the feedback loop
placed at the top of the hierarchy, self-related goals (e.g.,
being a nice person), termed system concepts, describe
the reference criterion. Abstract action goals, termed
principles (e.g., be friendly to one’s colleagues), provide
the reference criterion at the middle level loop. And at the
lowest level one finds goals that specify a course of action
(so-called programs; e.g., sending a greeting card).

The model assumes that the outcome of a higher loop
constitutes the reference criterion for the next-lower loop.
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For example, the reference criterion for a program is the
output of the respective principle. Each loop knows its
own comparator, which is thought to become activated
when the person’s attention is focused on the respective
goal. Behavior is usually regulated at the program level,
with action at higher levels suspended until attention is fo-
cused on higher level reference criteria (e.g., when the in-
dividual becomes self-aware; Scheier & Carver, 1983). The
comparator’s task is to discover discrepancies and to trigger
lower-level goals or behaviors geared at discrepancy reduc-
tion. When impediments to goal-directed behaviors are en-
countered, striving is halted. An individual is expected to
continue to strive for the goal only when outcome expecta-
tions are high (Carver & Scheier, 1982). A positive affec-
tive response as a consequence of goal attainment is not
assumed, however, nor is the detection of error associated
with negative affect. Rather, the speed of progress toward
a goal is seen as the source of positive or negative feelings
in a person’s goal pursuit. The intensity of these feelings is
regulated again in a feedback loop: If the speed meets a set
reference criterion, positive feelings emerge, whereas neg-
ative feelings will be experienced with any speed that stays
below this criterion (Carver & Scheier, 1990).

The most pronounced difference between the Carver
and Scheier model and Bandura’s ideas is the role of af-
fect. In Bandura’s view, anticipated discrepancy reduc-
tion implies a positive affective state (i.e., a positive
self-evaluation) that entices the individual to act, and the
negative affect associated with the experience of a dis-
crepancy pushes the individual toward reducing the dis-
crepancy. In the Carver and Scheier model, action is
triggered by the comparator that has discovered a dis-
crepancy. The experiential aspect of this process is the
salience of the respective reference criterion (ie., the
person’s attention needs to be focused on the goal). An-
other differential feature of the Carver and Scheier
model is its hierarchical nature. Many goal theories (in-
cluding Bandura’s) implicitly acknowledge that goal pur-
suits are hierarchically organized, but they do not
explicitly consider it in their theorizing (for an explicit
treatment of the hierarchical nature of action, see Val-
lacher & Wegner, 1985, 1987).

The most pronounced similarity between Bandura’s goal
theory and that of Carver and Scheier is that both theories
do not address the motivational importance of the goal. As
noted, the goal is conceived as a “cold” mental representa-
tion of a performance standard. This conceptualization of
goals makes it difficult to explain why a person’s motiva-
fion to achieve the goal (see Brehm’s notion of potential
motivation) moderates the relationship between task dif-
ficulty and effort. According to Bandura and Carver/
Scheier, heightened task difficulty should suppress peo-
ple’s efforts to try to complete the task, because an in-
trease in task difficulty is commonly associated with
reduced self-efficacy feelings (Bandura) and less positive
outcome expectations (Carver & Scheier). As Brehm and
associates (see Brehm & Self, 1989; Wright & Brehm,
1989) have repeatedly demonstrated, however, high poten-
tial motivation makes it worthwhile for people to mobilize
additional effort when heightened difficulties threaten

task completion. And high commitment to superordinate
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self-defining goals does stimulate compensatory efforts
when failures are experienced (Wicklund & Gollwitzer,
1982), although experienced incompletenesses should
create low self-efficacy feelings and negative outcome ex-
pectations.

Automatic Goal Pursuits. For all the goal theories dis-
cussed so far, investigators would agree that a person’s goal
striving may present both an intentionally controlled, ef-
fortful and conscious endeavor and an environmentally con-
trolled, effortless - process that proceeds outside the
person’s awareness:-But the possibility of direct goal ef-
fects almost always remains just a tacit assumption, and no
explicit efforts are made to theoretically and empirically
explicate this possibility. There are a few exceptions to the
rule however. First, as mentioned, the concept of imple-
mentation intentions has been used to explore when and
how people switch from conscious control of goal-directed
actions to a more automated control (Gollwitzer, 1993,
. 1996). It is argued that this route to direct control is strate-
gically employed by the individual to attain desired goals
when difficulties in attaining desired ends are anticipated,
and forming implementation intentions places the initiation
of goal-directed actions under direct environmental con-
trol. But a further type of automated control of goal-
directed actions is spelled out in Bargh’s (1990; Bargh &
Barndollar, 1996) auto-motive theory. It is suggested that
strong mental links develop between the cognitive repre-
sentations of situations and the goals the individual chroni-
cally pursues within them. As a consequence of this
repeated and consistent pairing in the past, these goals be-
come automatically activated when the individual enters
the relevant situation. The automatically activated goal
then guides behavior within the situation, without the indi-
vidual choosing or intending the respective goal-directed
line of action. There may have been a deliberate choice of
the goal in the past, but this conscious choice is now by-
passed. The situational cues directly guide the person’s
goal-directed actions. ‘

If, for example, a person has repeatedly and consistently
chosen social gatherings (e.g., parties) to discuss his work
problems, the contextual cues associated with parties-will
sooner or later directly trigger behaviors serving this goal.
The goal then operates without the need for conscious at-

tention or guidance and without the individual having a

phenomenal experience of choosing that line of behavior.
Data from recent experiments (Bargh & Barndollar, 1996;
Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994) support the central hypotheses
derived from auto-motive theory. Chronic goals can be di-
rectly activated by environmental cues, and these goals
then guide behaviors without the individual’s awareness.

Summary

Research stimulated by modern theorizing on goals has
resulted in several discoveries about goal pursuits:

First, it matters how people frame their goals and their
choice of thematic content. How people formulate their
goals—in specific or vague terms, challenging or modest,
proximal or distal, as an approach or avoidance goal—af-
fects how successfully they strive for the goals. Similarly,

whether people’s goals are based on one type of need or an-
other, one kind of implicit theory or another, determines
how successfully they pursue their goals, and how success-
fully they go through their lives in terms of psychological
and physical well-being. Future research on goal content
theories should include questions about further important
goal content dimensions. In addition, goal content theorists
should start to explore how goal content effects are medi-
ated by self-regulatory processes, thus suggesting different
self-regulatory systems for different kinds of goals (e.g.,
Deci & Ryan, 1991; Dweck, 1995; Higgins et al., 1994).
This type of theorizing would transcend the common self-
regulatory notions of goal pursuit, which assume that the
same principles of self-regulation apply to all kinds of dif-
ferent goal pursuits.

Second, goal striving is recognized as a volitional (will-
ful), self-regulatory endeavor. Classic theorizing on moti-
vation (Atkinson, 1964; McClelland, 1951; Nuttin, 1980;
Weiner, 1972) construes goal pursuit as an issue of need
satisfaction. A person’s needs are conceived as the ulti-
mate source of goals, as needs (e.g., the need for affilia-
tion) produce wishes and desires that specify attractive
incentives. The demands of situational contexts determine
what becomes a person’s action goal, because depending
on the situation, certain actions are seen as more instru-
mental than others for the satisfaction of needs (i.e., ac-
quiring the respective incentives). Following this line of
thought, it is tempting to assume that the intensity of a
person’s goal pursuit is exclusively determined by the
strength of his or her need and the instrumentality of the
pursued goal-directed behaviors.

Most modern goal theories do not deny that people’s
needs or motives affect their goal pursuits, but they do not
rely solely on motivational determinants of goal pursuit
either. The focus of modern goal theories is on the super-
imposed self-regulatory strategies. These strategies are as-
sumed to help the individual overcome the many problems
of goal implementation. Even when goals are highly attrac-
tive and the réspective action plans are highly instrumen-
tal, people still may experience problems with getting
started, warding off distractions, compensating for short-
comings, mobilizing effort, and negotiating conflicts be-
tween goals. In this sense, modern goal theories have
returned to the theories of willing suggested by Ach (1905,
1910), James (1890), and McDougall (1908), which were
prevalent prior to the heyday of motivational need theories
(Atkinson, 1964; Lewin, 1926; McClelland, 1951; Murray,
1938). Today, goal pursuits are again seen as subject to vo-
lition, and modern goal theorists attempt to identify those
volitional (willful) strategies that make a person’s goal-
directed efforts most successful.

According to contemporary theories (e.g., Gollwitzer,
1990, 1993; Kuhl, 1983), the will is not construed as
akrasia, however—the term of the Greek philosophers
for the character trait of willpower. Rather, modern goal
theories analyze the willful employment of self-control as
anticipated by Walter Mischel’s analysis of the two voli-
tionally most taxing tasks or goals: delay of gratification
(i.e., rejecting an immediate smaller reward for a delayed
bigger reward; Mischel, 1974) and warding off attractive
distractions while performing a boring task (Mischel &




Patterson, 1976; Patterson & Mischel, 1976); In both
cases, it was the quality of the mental strategies em-
ployed that determined whether subjects were successful
in their tasks. Delay of gratification was affected by the
mental construction of the goal object (i.e., cold vs. hot
cognitions), whereas warding off distractions was influ-
enced by the mental construction of the action plan (i.e.,
distraction-inhibiting plans vs. task-facilitating plans).
Future research on the self-regulation of goal pursuit
should continue to search for effective mental strategies
and ask questions of when these are employed and what
cognitive processes they are based on. Two issues deserve
enhanced attention in future research. The first extends to
the termination of goal pursuit, the second to the self-
defensive aspects of self-regulation. Because people hold
various different goals at the same time and keep adding
goals to the ones already set, goals can easily come into
conflict. When these conflicts are resolved through cre-
ative integration (Cantor, 1994; Emmons, 1996), people
can keep their goals. But whenever they fail to discover an
integrative solution, they will have to disengage from con-
flicting goals to achieve psychological well-being and
physical health. With respect to the self-regulation of dis-
engagement from goals, we still observe a scarcity of theo-
rizing. Although Klinger (1975) offered a stage theory of
disengagement that describes the phases of a person’s giv-

ing up on an incentive, there should be more theorizing

and research on both the conditions that trigger disen-
gagement and the self-regulatory processes that promote it
(Oettingen, 1996). oo

Finally, most self-regulation theories of goal pursuit
portray the individual as nondefensive (e.g., Gollwitzer,
1990). The individual attempts to achieve his or her goals
with the best of efforts. But people do not only have to
serve their goals, they also need to protect their self-
esteem. As Jones and Berglas (1978) pointed out in their
research on self-handicapping, people often undermine
the attainment of an achievement goal in an effort to pro-
tect self-esteem. Researchers should therefore try to ex-
plore how people integrate self-regulatory strategies of
goal pursuit with self-defensive strategies aimed at the
protection of self-esteem (Baumeister, 1996).

GOAL INFLUENCES ON SOCIAL
INFORMATION PROCESSING

In the previous section, the effects of goals on information
processing have been discussed, but in the context of self-
regulation and goal-directed behavior. The reported re-
search on mind-sets is most relevant (Gollwitzer, 1990).
Research comparing the effects of deliberative and imple-
mental mind-sets on information processing showed that
these mind-sets differentially affect subjects’ thought pro-
duction, the recall of task-relevant information, the analysis
of desirability-related information, the inferences based on
feasibility-related information, and finally the attentional
processes associated with the encoding of task-irrelevant
information. These findings suggest that the deliberative
and implemental mind-sets make any knowledge more ac-
cessible that helps to solve the distinct tasks associated
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with the predecisional or postdecisional action phase. Part
of this knowledge is categorical or episodic and related to
the specific task at hand (ie., making a decision between
certain wishes or coming up with plans on how
to implement a specific chosen project, respectively). The
other part is procedural and relates to how wishes are de-
liberated (deliberative mind-set) or how projects are
planned (implemental mind-set) in general. The delibera-
tive and implemental mind-sets carry more of the qualities
of active sets than of passive sets (Higgins & King, 1981).
Although subjects are not aware of most of the mind-set
effects observed (e.g., illusion of control in the implemental
mind-set; Gollwitzer & Kinney, 1989), if subjects were
made aware of them, they should be able to halt (control)
them. In addition, deliberative and implemental mind-set
effects would not occur in the absence of an explicit inten-
tion to deliberate an unresolved problem or to plan a chosen
project, respective]y.

Klinger’s (1977; Klinger, Barta, & Maxeiner, 1980) re-
search on current concerns also analyzes goal effects on the
processing of information. Klinger assumes that setting
goals activates current concerns, which stay active until the
individual either reaches or abandons these goals. One of
the effects of current concerns is that they make people
particularly sensitive to stimuli in the environment that
pertain to those concerns (i.e., specify what the individual
wants to attain). In support of this hypothesis, Klinger and
associates demonstrate that subjects in a dichotic listening -
task attend more to material relevant to subjects” current
concerns than to irrelevant material. Follow-up research
suggests that information relevant to current concerns is at-
tended to more than other information, because it is affec-
tively arousing (e.g., Bock & Klinger, 1986). Nikula,
Klinger, and Larson-Gutman (1993) had subjects listen to
recordings of words that either were closely related to sub-
jects’ current concerns or unrelated. Greater increases in
skin conductance were elicited by words associated with
current concerns than by unrelated words.

Although Klinger’s theorizing is based on a similar ra-
tionale than that of the mind-set research, it appears that
current concerns are more similar to so-called passive
sets (Higgins & King, 1981) than the deliberative and
implemental mind-sets. Klinger’s current concerns de-
scribe goal outcomes that the individual is committed to
achieve in a decisional act. As long as this decision is not
revoked, any stimuli associated with the goal outcome
are affectively charged, and processed more effectively.
Mind-set theory, on the other hand, postulates the effec-
tive processing of mind-set congruous information (e.g.,
implementation-related information in the implemental
mind-set; Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, and Steller, 1990),
because this type of information helps perform the task
at hand. The involvement with deliberating a decision or
planning the implementation of it makes certain types
of information more useful (i.e., functional for solving
the task at hand) than others, and consequently, these
congruous types of information are processed more
effectively.

Apparently, Klinger’s current concerns and Gollwitzer’s
mind-sets point to different steering mechanisms by which
goals affect a person’s cognitive activity. Klinger focuses
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primarily on mechanisms related to holding onto (or disen-
gaging from) the goal, as he analyzes cognitions related to
the goal state. Gollwitzer, on the other hand, focuses pri-
marily on mechanisms related to successfully accomplish-
ing the various tasks that need to be tackled when the
individual traverses the various action phases on his or her
long way from wishes to action. Both notions (current con-
cerns and mind-sets) are similar, however, in the sense that
they explore cognitive activity as it relates to a person’s
pursuit and ultimate attainment of his or her goals.

But the effects of goals on information processing can
also be analyzed from a different perspective that focuses
more on the processing of the outside social world, and less
on the individual’s progress with his or her goal pursuit. It
is to this impact of goals on person perception and social
cognition that we turn to in this section.

Historical Background

Social psychological examinations of person perception
emerged from the “Holistic” and “Instrumentalist” philo-
sophical perspective. After its incorporation within
Gestalt psychology and William James’s brand of Pragma-
tism, this perspective was passed down to early research
in person perception aimed at demonstrating that percep-
tion of the social world is actively built—determined by
person-based factors meeting environmental data and
shaping its interpretation. :

James (1890) was among the challengers to the empiricist
position that “regards the creature as absolutely passive
clay upon which experience rains down. The clay will be
impressed most deeply where the drops fall thickest”
(p. 403). Opposing this view of humans as passive mirrors,
James suggested: “Subjective interest may, by laying its
weighty index finger on particular items of experience, so
accent them as to give to the least frequent associations far
more power to shape our thought than the most frequent
ones possess. The interest itself . . . makes experience more
than is made by it” (James, p. 403). James not only believed
that selective interests shape how information is inter-
preted, but that they also determine which information will
be processed at all—which of the millions of items of the
outward order presented to the senses will pass through at-
tentional filters and enter into one’s experience.

The assumption that selective interests of the individual
shapes perceptions of others represents a direct applica-
tion of the principle of active construction, similar to
Lewin’s use of it to describe behavior as based on aspects
of the observed data speaking to one’s needs. This princi-
ple can prominently be seen in Lippman’s (1922, p. 55)
suggestion that we “perceive that which we have picked
out in the form stereotyped for us”; Sherif’s (1936, p. 64)
preparedness, in which expectations established by cul-
tural norms guide what is noticed and how it is perceived,
Allport’s (1954, p. 168) autistic thinking, in which private
obsessions color interpretation of the situation; Kelly’s
(1955) personal constructs that serve as idiosyncratic de-
vices through which individuals scan the environment and
detect meaning; Harvey’s (1963) systems of meaning,
through which impinging events are coded, translated,
and stamped with personal effects; and Tajfel’s (1969)

discussion of categorization, assimilation, and the search
for coherence. It is also seen in Heider’s (1944) belief that
the type of dispositional cause one assigns as an explana-
tion of another’s behavior depends on the value of that
person in the life-space. “If we are inclined to disparage
him we shall attribute his failures to his own person, his
successes to his good luck or unfair practices. When Niet-
zsche says ‘Success is the greatest liar,” he refers to this
error in attribution” (p. 361). More generally, it is seen in
Bruner’s (1957) perceptual readiness and the research
that came to be known as the “New Look” (see Erdelyi,
1974, for a review). The “newness” was the empirical ex-
amination of the assumption that the meaning we derive
from the environment depends not only on the response of
the sensory organs to the qualities of the environmental
stimuli (autochthonous factors), but on the qualities of the

erceiver as well (behavioral factors; e.g., Ittelson &
Slack, 1958).2 This was seen in research examining the im-

act of needs on perceptual selection (e.g., Postman et al.,
1948) and judgment (e.g., Bruner & Goodman, 1947, in
which poor children that desired wealth had biased per-
ceptions of coin sizes).

In demonstrating the principle of active construction,
these researchers took a functional approach to the study
of person perception—they ask, “What can be achieved
by engaging in active constructions? The answers in-
evitably draw from James’s observation that the stimulus
field is too complex for complete representation and direct
discerning of meaning from data. Bruner et al. (1956, p. 1)
referred to this as a paradox—we possess the capacity to
discriminate at minute levels between stimuli (“an exquis-
ite capacity for making distinctions™), but if we were to
utilize this capacity, we would be “overwhelmed by the
complexity of our environment . . . slaves to the particu-
lar.” By actively constructing, we negotiate around the
paradox by allowing our interests to aid in the selection of
information attended to and its categorization.

Categorizing involves placing a stimulus input into a class
by virtue of its attributes and discerning the fit between
the properties of the stimulus and the specifications of the
category (Bruner, 1957). Although there are infinite ways of
grouping things into classes of equivalence, actively deter-
mining categories allows for the “placing” process to appear
more immediate (i.e., it makes another’s attributes seem
less ambiguous) and to proceed with greater ease. Allport
(1954) labeled this propensity to use simplifying strategies,
while hoarding capacity-draining discriminatory skills, as
“the principle of least effort.” This allows for meaning to be
derived from complex/ambiguous stimulus arrays without
the individual being a slave to the particular.

Thus, one function of actively constructing categories
is that it serves to reduce the complexity of the environ-
ment, and in a manner that is not perceived as taxing a
bounded processing system. A second function is evident,
however, when we further consider why stimuli need to
be categorized at all. Bartlett (1932) discussed the effort
of cognition as operating in the service of finding mean-
ing. Categorizing satisfies this general need because it
provides meaning through ordering and relating classes
of events (Bruner et al., 1956), while minimizing the ef-
fort. It enables one to go beyond the information given



and predict as yet untested properties by virtue of the
mapped relations between categories. This “predictive
veridicality” allows one to estimate attributes, predict
what can be expected from others, and prepare action
accordingly. It provides the foundation for effective in-
teractions and the direction for instrumental activity.
The direction provided, however, is dependent not only
on “the environmental probabilities of objects that fit
these categories, but also [on] the search requirements
imposed by my needs, my ongoing activities, my defenses,
etc.” (Bruner, 1957, p. 132)—on what categories are ac-
cessible. From this perspective, the cognition that im-
pels planning interpersonal action operates in the service
of cognitive needs. As Allport (1954, p. 167) states:
“Thinking is basically an endeavor to anticipate reality.
By thinking we try to foresee consequences and plan ac-
tions that will avoid whatever threatens us and will bring
our hopes and dreams to pass.” Thus, cognitive activity is
stimulated by the need to place things, to identify and
give meaning to them, to plan appropriate action, and in
so doing gain control over a dynamic social world.

As stated earlier, this approach linking the function
of person perception to cognitive needs owes a debt to
Instrumentalists, such as C. S. Peirce and John Dewey.
Unlike Associationists, who saw data as strictly driving
perception and humans as seeking accurate knowledge
(truth), Instrumentalists instead posited that people seek
not truth, but simply an end to doubt. Peirce states (1877,
p. 66) that the irritation of “doubt is an unhappy and dis-
satisfied state from which we struggle to free ourselves
and pass into a state of belief, while [the feeling of believ-
ing] is a calm and satisfactory state which we do not wish
to avoid, or change into a belief in anything else.” The
struggle to end doubt was labeled as a process of Inquiry
that produced what Gestaltists called closure.® According
to Dewey (1938), this process of turning indeterminate
situations to determinate ones, of turning a state of incon-
stancy to one of constancy, “like all activity is stimulated
by discomfort, and the particular discomfort concerned is
called ‘doubt,” just as hunger is the discomfort that stimu-

lates eating and thirst is the discomfort that stimulates’

drinking.” Thus, the processing system operates in the
service of needs to gain a sense of control, seek meaning,
and reduce doubt (similar to what Festinger, 1957, labeled
avoidance of dissonance). An upset or imbalanced system,
one beset by doubt, sets the person off on to what Dewey
(1929) called a quest for certainty (see also Tajfel’s, 1969,
search for coherence). This quest can occur through pur-
suing accurate knowledge or through the pursuit of any
knowledge that will end doubt quickly and produce clo-
sure (so long as it is experienced as being a good enough or
sufficient conclusion).

Heider (1944; Hamilton, 1981) similarly stated that in-
ferring traits in others is motivated out of a desire for
coherence. When we observe behavior, we assign an ex-
planation to it because a situation that was once compre-
hended has now been changed. Attributing the cause for
the change as lying in another’s disposition is one resolu-
tion to the resulting doubt. And it is one that most easily
returns equilibrium in the life space when “otherwise ir-
reversible changes have disturbed it. Persons, as absolute
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causal origins, transform irreversible changes into re-
versible ones” (p. 361). Thus, there is a tendency to ascribe
changes to persons, although such changes are often caused
by factors in the environment either instead of, or in con-
cert with, factors related to persons. This tendency for “be-
havior to engulf the field” (Heider, 1944, 1958) and to
interpret behavior in terms of traits (noted first by Ich-
heiser, 1943, in his discussion of the tendency to overesti-
mate the unity of personality) is best known as the
correspondence bias (Jones, 1979). By utilizing this ten-
dency to see actions as corresponding with traits, behavior
is transformed into disposition, doubt into meaning, and
control for the action is placed within the observed other,
thus making their actions seem predictable and coherent.

This position does not maintain that gaining control
through trait inference is the best strategy to adopt. One
could argue, as did Mischel and Shoda (1995), that the best
way to establish control is through learning about situa-
tions; the more one knows about how people behave in spe-
cific situations, the better they can predict and control the
interactive environment. But ubiquitous trait inference,
while not the best strategy, is an easy, well-learned strategy
that totally accounts for changes in the environment; it al-
lows the individual to “represent the disturbing change in
its entirety” (Heider, 1944, p. 361), to end doubt, and pro-
vides the experience of having sufficient judgments.

The consequence of this is that people are depicted as
assimilating new information; preferring to cling to their in-
terests and expectancies; to actively construct a reality that -
is secure, stable, and understandable; to see the world in'a
way consistent with what they already believe (thus adding
new meaning to the old expression “seeing is believing”).
This position holds that the default processing strategy, as
suggested by Allport’s (1954) least effort principle, is the
one that can lead to coherence through the use of as little
processing effort as is necessary. Rather than expending ef-
fort to produce the most accurate judgment, people instead
seek what Jones and Davis (1965) called “reason enough” or
“sufficient reason.” Thus, the search for an explanation
(what Kelley, 1973, called psychological epistemology)
comes to a stop once people feel they have what Allport
(1954) called “sufficient warrant” and Tajfel (1969) called a
“satisfactory explanation” to support their judgments and
beliefs. This can be subjectively experienced despite not
seeking to be as accurate and effortful as possible.

Although people adopt these simplifying strategies “in
the service of cognitive and emotional economy” (Jones &
Thibaut, 1958, p. 152), such a Bureaucratic mind, which ig-
nores variety, can turn toward becoming a slave to the par-
ticular. If people require a greater sense of confidence in
the products of their cognitive processing, people can break
from being “cognitive misers” and use a more refined dis-
criminatory analysis. But this hinges on active constructions
produced through this “least effort” route being deemed in-
sufficient (when one lacks “reason enough”), such as when
interests and intent lead the individual to question his or her
existing knowledge. As Jones and Thibaut (1958) posited, al-
though people typically apply the most readily available hy-
pothesis to account for observed behavior, this is peither
necessary nor inevitable. Goals can lead to forsaking a strat-
egy of cognitive economy; goals that promote accuracy can
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have such an effect. Closure and coherence can be achieved
through effortlessly assimilating new information in a con-
sistent manner, but it can also be achieved through effort-
fully seeking accurate representations.?

This implies that goals can not only guide the type of
conclusions we draw, but regulate the amount of effort ex-
pended in evaluating social information as well. Thus, an
antidote to the potentially nonveridical perception pro-
duced by the bureaucratic mind is what Bruner (1957)
called “the constant close look.” By this, he meant that
with enough time, capacity, and desire, some stimuli could
be assessed to determine their best fit to a category. A per-
ceiver’s goal-directed strategies for pursuing coherence
are flexible and reflect the notion of “potential motiva-
tion” reviewed earlier. For tasks that require cognitive ef-
fort, high potential motivation is required to instigate a
strategy other than least effort and consistency seeking.

However, the manner in which it is determined when
simplifying strategies are not sufficient or valid, when in-
creased discrimination will yield a satisfactory cognitive
product and the quest for knowledge can be halted, and how
the system reacts to hindrances to close looks, discrimina-
tion, and seeking accuracy, are all issues that move beyond
the mere functional question and toward the question of
cognitive regulation. The functional question is an essential
first step, for as Bruner et al. (1956, p. 12) noted, without
understanding the functional and motivational underpin-
nings of the perceptual process “the later questions about
‘how’ [regulation occurs] must surely miscarry.” But the
functional question alone, and the focus on the general im-
pact of “cognitive needs” is not sufficient and is “little more
than a restatement of the fact that cognitive activity
achieves something for the organism” (p. 16). For the goal
notion to be viably applied, it must specify the antecedent
conditions that arouse the need to reduce doubt, allow us to
anticipate which strategy the flexible processing system
will pursue, and describe the regulated processes through
which cognitive behavior is directed. Only relatively re-
cently have questions emerged that focus on the regulatory
processes involved in the search for coherence and moved
the field beyond illustrating the functional aspects of person
perception (such as producing confidently held judgments
and beliefs, shaped by personal effects, that produce a per-
ception of the world as controllable and comprehensible).

Perhaps the clearest links between the early outcome-
oriented approach and more modern-day theories con-
cerned with regulation are found within Bruner’s research.
An example is his discussion of how the stages involved in
categorization, from identification to inference, allow for a
coherent sense of others to develop by letting the perceiver
infer beyond the information given. The presence or lack of
coherence regulates whether the individual need further
elaborate on the qualities of the other or terminate the
inference process with a sufficient sense of “knowing” the
observed other. This is seen in Postman and Brumer’s
(1948) demonstration that when the ability to identify stim-
ali is frustrated, it results in “reckless” identification be-
cause the categorizations produced are the result of
inadequate cues, that leave the individual searching for dis-
confirmation in subsequent stimulation. Bruner et al
(1956) further suggested that the frustrated categorization

process produces a tension, likened to the desire produced
by blocked sexual activity. They postulate that such a ten-
sion provides a kind of feedback that regulates search be-
havior and keeps it going. It yields greater discrimination
and entices the individual to more fully engage the “exquis-
ite capacity for making distinctions.”

This historical review suggests that social psychological
approaches to the study of how people cognize their social
world developed with needs, motives, and goals being con-
sidered conjointly with cognition, and with questions re-
garding their relationship central to the discipline (Fiske,
1993b; Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Like the goal content theo-
ries in the action domain, early research in this domain fo-
cused on documenting the impact that goals of a particular
content had on outcomes, with the outcomes in the current
case being cognitive in nature (e.g., attitudes, judgments,
decisions). With the cognitive revolution in psychology, so-
cial psychology “temporarily abandon[ed] motivational
constructs to concentrate upon those informational, per-
ceptual, and cognitive factors” (Ross, 1977, p. 183). But, in
the past 20 years, research on goals and cognition has been
growing, as will be seen in the next section.

Modern Goal Theories

In the 1970s, researchers embraced cognitive methods as
a tool to assess information processing, moving from a
focts on cognitive potential/capabilities to one-on heuris-
tic strategies utilized by a limited processing system (what
Fiske & Taylor, 1991, called a switch from “the naive sci-
entist” approach to “the cognitive miser” approach). But
even the earliest research with a focus on cognitive pro-
cessing heuristics continued to stress the active and con-
structive nature of person perception (e.g., Markus, 1977;
Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977; Taylor & Crocker, 1981).
Consider the following from Markus (1977):

Self-schemata will be generated because they are useful in
understanding intentions and feelings and in identifying
likely or appropriate patterns of behavior. While a self-
schema is an organization of the representations of past be-
havior, it is more than a “depository.” It serves an important
processing function and allows an individual to go beyond
the information available. (p. 64)

What is striking, aside from the similarity to Bruner’s
(1957) discussion of the active nature of categorization, is
a dissimilarity. Gone is any reference to needs (or Bruner).
What now was described as allowing the individual to “go
beyond the information” and actively construct reality was
the activation of a cognitive structure, a schema. For ex-
ample, Rogers et al. (1977) showed that tasks that activate
a self schema, and a reservoir of self-related information,
lead to embellishing and elaborating on incoming informa-
tion. Anderson and Pichert (1978) added that not only self-
schemas, but tasks as simple as taking a particular
perspective (a burglar “casing” a home vs. a person in-
tending to buy a home) can determine how information is
interpreted.

In such early social-cognitive research, goals were
equated with “task sets” or “instructions.” But research



adopting this simplified, explicit role for goals, as well as
research that appeared to ignore goals altogether, did carry
an implicit role for goals. Take as an example, research fo-
cused on the processing of schema-consistent versus incon-
sistent information. Srull and Wyer (1989, Postulate 5)
posit: “Once an evaluative concept of a person is formed,
the person’s behaviors are interpreted in terms of it.” This
is consistent with Carlston’s (1980) point that later judg-
ments are biased toward the evaluative implications of ear-
lier inferences. As summarized by Stangor and Ruble (1989,
p- 20), “Strong expectations will lead perceivers to “filter’
or ignore inconsistent information, in an attempt to main-
tain the established expectancy intact . . . they rely on ‘top
down’ rather than ‘bottom up’ processes to guide impres-
sion formation.” The reason suggested by Srull and -Wyer
implicates an implicit goal in impression formation—to
form a coherent representation.

However, coherence does not always mean consistency
(e.g., Trope & Bassok, 1982). When expectancies are
weak, or when behavior is unambiguously inconsistent
with existing knowledge, it creates what Srull and Wyer
(1989) call “uncertainties” that need to be reconciled;
not unlike the doubt that earlier models labeled as creat-
ing a need that impels cognition. Asch and Zukier (1984)
describe people seeking coherence in such a fashion—
through reconciling apparently discrepant pieces of in-
formation. In the Srull and Wyer model, the manner in
which uncertainty impels cognition is borne out in Postu-
lates 6 and 7. Inconsistent information (that which
cannot be assimilated easily into existing structures) in-
stigates extensive (bottom-up) processing in which asso-
ciative links form between the concept-inconsistent
items and other locations in memory (Bargh & Thein,
1985). Such links lead to superior recall for inconsistent
information, and an increased chance of utilizing such in-
formation in judgments (though this does not mean peo-
ple will abandon using consistent information in their
judgments, thus resulting in a low correlation between
recall and judgment; see Hastie, 1980; Hastie & Kumar,
1979; Rothbart, Evans, & Fulero, 1979). There is an im-
plicit goal of striving for coherence either through assim-
ilating information to match prior knowledge (even when
inconsistent information has been reflected upon) or
through establishing new structures to accommodate
inconsistencies.

Goals have not simply been examined as explicit in-
structional tasks, leaving more abstract goals such as seek-
ing coherence completely implicit. Later research on
variables such as need for cognition, need for structure,
desire for control, and uncertainty orientation (to name
just a few) explicitly returned the concept of needs, and
their links to goals, to the discussion. Finally, in the 10
years following Sorrentino and Higgins’s (1986) Hand-
book of Motivation and Cognition (Vol. 1) there has been
an ever-increasing trend for social psychologists to shift
from a focus on the impact of goals on the outcomes of
cognitive processing toward exploring goal influences on
the regulation of information processing. In this section,
we first review research focused on the impact of goal
content on cognitive outcomes and then turn to the regu-
lation of social cognition.

Goal Content Theories

Goals sometimes focus the individual on accomplishing a
specific task; to process information a certain kind of \\?ay
(e.g., form an impression of a person from a set of stimuli
vs. trying to memorize stimuli} that establishes instruc-
tional sets (e.g., impression set vs. memory set). These are
concrete and proximal goals that describe short-term ob-
jectives. Goals can also be more abstract, self-defining,
long term, and distal (e.g., saving processing capacity,
achieving accuracy, establishing control, defending the
ego). These provide the individual with general direction
and allow persistence in the face of obstacles to proximal
goals. In this section, we will review how these different
goals affect the outcomes of information processing.

Goals as Proximal Tasks. In research on cognitive tun-
ing effects (Zajonc, 1960; see also Brock & Fromkin, 1968;
Cohen, 1961; Leventhal, 1962), proximal goals are ana-
lyzed in terms of how they affect the perception of other
people (i.e., target persons). In a cognitive tuning para-
digm, subjects are assigned different tasks. For example,
half are told to transmit impressions of a target person to
others (i.e., to play the role of communicators), whereas
the other half are told to receive others’ impressions of the
target person (i.e., to play the role of recipients). Subse-
quently, it is observed how subjects organize information
on the target person and what kind of information is sup-
pressed. Task assignments are shown to steer organization
of the presented information so that communicators polar-
ize and distort stimulus information to a greater extent
than recipients. Higgins, McCann, and Fondacaro (1982)
extend this point by noting that speakers and listeners (or,
more generally, encoders and decoders) engage in commu-
nication to achieve higher order proximal goals, such as
“social relationship goals” (e.g., initiating or maintaining
social bonds with a communicative partner), “face” goals
(e.g., maximizing self-image), and “social reality” goals
(e.g., achieving a common definition of social reality).
These goals put constraints on an individual’s interpreta-
tion of the task goals associated with playing the role of lis-
tener (e.g., try to understand the message) or speaker (e.g.,
trv to be understood) in the “communication game” (for
use of the communication game metaphor, see Grice,
1975; Gumperz & Hymes, 1972).

Another classic research paradigm examining proximal
goals and their role in constructing social knowledge is the
analysis of the effects of observational purpose on how
the behavior of others is cognized. Such observational
purposes (or information processing goals) include tasks
such as memorizing an observed sequence of behaviors,
predicting the behavior of an observed person in new situ-
ations, or simply forming an impression of a target person.
The effects of information processing goals were demon-
strated on a multitude of diverse cognitive processes, such
as categorization (Jeffery & Mischel, 1979), trait ascrip-
tion (Cohen & Ebbesen, 1979; Higgins, 1981), personal
goal ascription (Hoffman, Mischel, & Mazze, 1981), and
memory (Anderson & Pichert, 1978; Cohen & Ebbesen,
1979; Jeffery & Mischel, 1979). Like the cognitive tuning
research, the focus of research on observational purposes
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rests on the question of how these purposes (or processing
goals) affect the cognizing of information related to a target
person. Whether and how the subject meets her or his ob-
servational purpose is not at issue. It is not surprising then
that research on information processing goals employs a
similar general epistemic strategy as the goal content theo-
ries of action reviewed earlier; that is, the effects of differ-
ent types of goals (this time information-processing goals)
are compared with each other.

For example, Hamilton, Katz, and Leirer (1980) demon-
strated that recall for information was affected by the
subjects’ processing goal when encoding stimulus infor-
mation. Subjects were given a set of behavior statements
to read either under instructions to memorize the material
or to form impressions of the persons in the stimulus sen-
tences. When an impression set existed, subjects recalled
the information in clusters of related traits; thematically
related information was stored together, linked in mem-
ory. But when subjects had a memory goal, information
was not thematically organized. Instead, it was recalled in
the order in which it was presented; this suggests subjects
did not cluster the information or make linkages between
items. Additionally, the impression set actually led to bet-

ter recall of the stimulus information than the goal of -

trying to memorize the items for a recall test (see also

Hamilton, 1981; Srull, 1981, 1983). -

These findings have been replicated and extended
within an area of social cognition labeled as person mem-
ory (Hastie, Ostrom, Ebbesen, Wyer, Hamilton, & Carl-
ston, 1980) that examines memory for information about
particular individuals (see Srull & Wyer, 1986, 1989, for
comprehensive reviews). Srull (1983) posited that the su-
perior recall associated with having an impression set
arises because the goal initiates attempts to consider be-
haviors in relation to one another—a process that Asch
and Zukier (1984) labeled as serving the higher order
goal of seeking coherence. That is, traits are inferred
from several stimulus sentences pertaining to the same
individual, and these traits, behaviors, and persons are
then integrated when forming impressions of the target
persons. Forming such links facilitates recall because the
retrieval process is said to occur through traversing the
pathways established in the network. The more paths es-
tablished, the better the recall, and impression goals lead
to more pathways than memory goals. Srull also shows
that manipulations other than processing objectives can
promote the formation of links, such as presenting infor-
mation blocked by target persons (e.g., Ostrom, Pryor, &
Simpson, 1981). A “blocked format™ similarly promotes
links by making salient a higher order category (target

“persons) with which to ease organization of the stimulus
sentences in memory.

Srull and Brand (1983) also examined the conditions
that promote using persons as an organizing principle (i.e.,
utilizing “person nodes”), once again suggesting that pro-
cessing objectives affect encoding—impression sets lead
to organization in person nodes, memory sets do not. This
results in superior recall under an impression set. In a sec-
ond experiment, however, they found that having a mem-
ory set versus an impression set did not lead to recall

differences when the superordinate node that was serving-

as the organizing principle did not contain several com-
peting categories. In other words, if the stimulus items all
pertained to the same target person (no competing cate-
gories) then the target person was not seen as a logical
superordinate cue. Thus, no person node was established
and there could, therefore, be no facilitation of links be-
tween items and the node to give subjects with an impres-
sion set an advantage at recall.

These studies demonstrate that when no meaningful
organizing principle exists, subjects do not organize in-
formation, regardless of their processing goal. But if
there is a logical organizing principle in the stimuli, goals
can point subjects to it. Thus, an impression set can sug-
gest using person nodes for organization because such a
goal promotes both trait inferences being formed from
stimulus items and attempts to integrate these isolated
inferences into a unified representation (e.g., Carlston &
Skowronski, 1986; Newman & Uleman, 1993). According
to many person memory researchers, without an impres—
sion set, subjects with the mere goal of memorizing in-
formation would neither spontaneously infer traits while
encoding the behavioral stimuli nor attempt to subse-
quently integrate these inferences around a person node
(e.g., Bargh & Thein, 1985, p. 1130; Srull, 1983, P- 1161).
Thus, the less developed cognitive structure, which

* failed to make links between persons, behaviors, and

traits, suffers in comparison during memory tests (even
though the goal was to memorize).

While this research is process oriented, it is not focused
on the role that goals play in regulating the process. Goals
of different contents are simply said to affect the extent to
which inferences are formed from individual stimulus
items and the extent to which links are formed between
these inferences and the stimulus items. Thus, its focus is
goal content; but a particular type of goal content is exam-
ined—goals as processing objectives or task instructions.
An exception to this is found in Srull and Brand (1983),
who in addition to asking subjects to form an impression of
target persons also led them to expect to interact with tar-
get persons. Such an expectancy produces a higher order
goal of being accurate in addition to the impression set
(though Srull & Brand do not discuss this implication of
their expectancy manipulation); it leads subjects to feel
accountable for their impressions (e.g., Tetlock, 1992).

Goals as Distal Tasks. In the early 1980s, researchers
began to consider higher order (distal) goals that were more
than simple processing objectives. The general theme that
cut across such research was that although people often
apply simple heuristics in their social information process-
ing (top-down, or “top of the head” processing, Taylor &
Fiske, 1978), higher order goals can limit such effects not
by instigating a specific processing strategy, but through a
general desire for what seem to the individual to be “more
valid” judgments. Such goals raise the individual’s thresh-
old for deciding they have, what Allport (1954) called, suf-
ficient warrant.

For example, Tetlock (1983) suggested that the goal of
forming accurate judgments can attenuate top-of-the-head
effects and lead to vigilant information processing (see
also Chaiken, 1980). Focusing on belief perseverance (the



tendency to maintain existing beliefs, even in the face
of evidence that suggests revising them), the investigator
initiated an accuracy goal by telling participants they
would be held accountable for their impressions. Those
without the goal exhibited belief perseverance, their im-
pressions of the target emphasized information presented
early. Those with the goal (but only if the goal was pre-
sented before receiving information about the target)
were immune to such primacy effects. Borgida and
Howard-Pitney (1983) examined the delimiting effects of
goals on salience effects (the tendency for salient stimuli
to attract attentional focus and lead to causal power being
thrust on them; Taylor, Crocker, Fiske, Sprinzen, & Win-
kler, 1979). They expected the goal of having a vested in-
terest in the task would lead subjects to abandon
top-of-the-head processing (such as salience effects). As
expected, low interest led to salient targets being rated
most favorably (a salience effect); high involvement led to
favorable ratings of targets who agreed with subjects, re-
gardless of salience.

In addition to its focus on higher order goals, research
began once again to focus on the impact of cognitive needs
in constructing social judgments and this placed additional
emphasis on examining the links between needs and higher
order goals in impelling information processing. One exam-
ple is research based on theorizing about the interaction
between social needs (e.g., the need for dominance) and so-
cial situations. Assor, Aronoff, and Messe (1981) had sub-
jects high on the need for dominance observe two persons
working together on a series of tasks. The relative status of
these target persons was manipulated, and subjects were
made to expect to interact with them at a later point. Dom-
inance needs interacted with the status of the target per-
sons and affected the favorability of reported impressions.
Subjects high in need for dominance gave more favorable
evaluations of the low-status persons than the high-status
ones; the reverse was found for low-dominance perceivers.
Apparently, to a highly dominant person, the upcoming in-
teraction affords a better chance for implementing domi-
nance goals (i.e., dominate the partner) if the presumed
interaction partner is of lower status. The general approach
reflected in this study focuses on social needs and the in-
teraction goals produced by these needs. It is analyzed in
what direction these interaction goals affect the perception
of the interaction partner. Again, the question of whether
and how these goals are met is not at issue, and the leading
research strategy is one of studying the effects of entertain-
ing or not entertaining a certain type of interaction goal
(e.g., a dominance goal) on some distinct outcome (i.e., a
social judgment) or comparing the effects of different in-
teraction goals (e.g., dominance vs. dependency) on social
judgments.

Kruglanski and Freund (1983) focused on epistemic
rather than interaction needs. They described people as
being placed in a state of need for structure when they are
placed in a judgmental situation marked by time-pressure
constraints. This need instantiates a goal of reaching clo-
sure on a judgmental task as quickly as possible. The im-
pact of such a goal on cognitive outcomes was
demonstrated by showing that there was a heightened re-
liance on judgmental heuristics and cognitive shortcuts
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when a need for structure existed (see Kruglanski, 1990).
Participants with a high need for structure were shown to
utilize stereotypes more readily and exhibit primacy ef-
fects. An opposite pattern was exhibited by subjects with a
heightened fear of invalidity. Like Tetlock’s (1983) ac-
countability manipulation, such a state promotes a goal of
forming accurate and valid judgments and avoidance of a
hasty conclusion.

Whereas Kruglanski focused on manipulations such
as time constraint to initiate goals within a particular
situation, other researchers turned toward examining
long-standing needs that were not induced by situa-
tions—chronic needs that individuals carry between sit-
uations. Such an approach sidesteps a potential criticism
of the situational strategy, that it is not really a goal that
is being initiated by the situational manipulation but
some other variable that similarly affects cognitive pre-
cessing (such as a strain on cognitive capacity in the
case of time pressure and need for structure, e.g., Lutz &
Chaiken, 1993). Thompson, Naccarato, Parker, and
Moskowitz (1992) reconceptualized the need for struc-
ture as an individual difference variable and found sup-
port for Kruglanski’s notion that a heightened need
produces a greater reliance on cognitive shortcuts. High
need for structure was shown to lead to increased use of
categories to label another’s behavior (Moskowitz,
1993a) and heightened use of stereotypes (Naccarato,
1988; Neuberg & Newsome, 1993; Schaller, Boyd,
Yohannes, & O’Brien, 1995). Webster and Kruglanski
(1994) similarly reconceptualized Kruglanski’s earlier
need for structure notion as an individual difference
variable with what they describe as a broader construct
termed need for closure. They found similar results ex-
amining the overattribution effect—heightened closure
promoted the correspondence bias. It should be noted
that Neuberg (1995) has reported that this need for clo-
sure scale is totally redundant with the earlier need
for structure scale, so that it is presently less clear as to
whether need for closure actually is a broader construct
or a noisier measure of the same construct.

Sorrentino and colleagues (e.g., Sorrentino, Bobocel,
Gitta, Olson, & Hewitt, 1988; Sorrentino & Short, 1986)
introduced a cognitive need called uncertainty orienta-
tion based on the belief that individuals differ in their
preferences for environmental uncertainty or ambiguity.
Unicertainty-oriented persons seek uncertain situations so
that they may resolve the uncertainty; certainty-oriented
persons avoid uncertainty altogether and thus seek out sit-
uations characterized by elements of certainty. Both types
of individuals seek clarity and coherence; they differ in
whether they produce it for themselves or seek already
existing forms. Therefore, certainty-oriented people tend
to pursue the goal of attaining coherence by a cognitive
strategy of ignoring inconsistent information (Driscoll,
Hamilton, & Sorrentino, 1991), whereas uncertainty-
oriented individuals prefer attending to new information.

Bargh (1990) lists chronic needs, in addition to the ones
previously discussed, that drive cognition across situa-
tions: need for achievement, need for cognition, desire for
control, authoritarianism, self-consciousness, and so forth.
But more than simply presenting a taxonomy of needs,
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Bargh suggests that the impact of needs and goals on cog-
nition need not be consciously controlled. Just as there
may be “the development of an automatic associative
link between situational features and behavioral inten-
tions” (p. 102) that guides action, so, too, may there be an
automatic activation of higher order goals and motives in
the presence of appropriate environmental stimuli.
Such “auto-motives” become routinized so that they exert
their effects outside awareness and without attentional
monitoring (passively); all through direct environmental
activation.

This section on goal content highlights not only that
goals determine how information is interpreted, but
that goals have a hierarchical nature. People entertain sev-
eral goals simultaneously, some more proximal than others,
and these interact in affecting cognition. A focus only on
task goals inadequately represents the conditions under
which the processing system operates. We will use two ex-
amples (spontaneous trait inference and accessibility ef-
fects) to illustrate how examining the interaction of goals in
social cognition leads to different conclusions than if either
a proximal goal or a distal goal was examined in isolation.

The Interaction of Goals in Spontaneous Trait Infer-

ence. As reviewed earlier, person memory research has
shown that goals lead to differences in recall because
they affect impressions formed at encoding. People do
not form impressions of others at encoding “without in-
tervening conscious intent” (explicitly being asked to do
so; Bargh, 1990, p. 94). It is only when a conscious goal to
form an inference exists that persons and their behaviors,
doers and their deeds, become linked by trait inferences.
However, Heider (1944) believed that behaviors serve as
“data” through which we learn about the source of those
behaviors; that a person who commits a bad act is judged
to be a bad person. He makes the point that “not the
doing only but the doer” is “susceptible to a value judg-
ment” (p. 365). But does the person’s process of forming
an impression of the “doer” depend on consciously adopt-
ing a goal to do so? Or can the inferential leap from
deeds to dispositions be made in the absence of explicit
goals related to the imputation of responsibility? Just as
our intended actions can have unintended consequences
(see Wundt’s, 1911, notion of Heterogonie der Zwecke,
p- 766), is it not possible that intended strategies for pro-
cessing social information, such as memorizing items, can
have unintended consequences as well, such as inference
formation?

Research on spontaneous trait inference (see Uleman
et al., 1996) has addressed this question. As with person
memory research, investigators examine recall for sen-
tences to assess whether trait inferences are made at en-
coding. These inferences are said to be spontaneous
because they occur even when subjects are unaware of
having formed them and, more importantly for the current
discussion, when proximal goals do not lead subjects to in-
tend to form inferences. This occurs with a variety of
goals (e.g., Uleman & Moskowitz, 1994) including a simple
memory set (Winter & Uleman, 1984). Little explanation
has been offered for the disparity between this conclusion
and that suggested by the person memory research. We

suggest that the reason has to do with the assumptions re-
searchers in the person memory versus the spontaneous
inference domain make about goals. As earlier stated, the
person memory research often treats goals simply as prox-
imal tasks. This approach perhaps constrains conclusions
regarding the ability of memory goals to produce trait in-
ferences. If distal goals that facilitate trait inference are
ignored, or perhaps undermined by either a conflicting
proximal task or a conflicting stimulus environment, then
it might be expected that trait inference formation and
the organization of memory structures around person
nodes will be impoverished if proximal goals do not ex-
plicitly request them.

What distal goals would qualify as directors of inference
formation? Heider (1958; see also Anderson & Deuser,
1993; Pittman & Heller, 1987) believed that perceptual
processes aid the individual in controlling the environ-
ment. Such control gives the person a sense of power over
the perceived object in a stimulus array that would other-
wise be overly complex and overwhelming. He states: “In
Lewin’s (1936) terms, an unstructured region, that is, a
region whose properties are not known to the person, can
be considered a barrier which makes action and therefore

" control difficult if not impossible. Perception helps to

structure the region and to remove this barrier” (p. 71).
Thus, the need to derive meaning from the environment is
served by the distal goal of controlling and structuring it,
which induces the cognitive system to generate inferences
about the characteristics of others. White (1959) labeled
this effectance—the goal of the individual being the main-
tenance of control over the environment through effective
interactions. This goal was seen as so widespread that the
tendency to see persons as causes for behaviors (earlier la-
beled “correspondence bias”) was said to be a fundamen-
tal attribution error—invoked even when dispositional
causes are not sufficient to explain the behavior (e.g., Hei-
der, 1958; Jones & Davis, 1965; Ross, 1977).

How does this relate to the divergent conclusions of per-
son memory and spontaneous inference research? Lewin
(reviewed earlier) believed a stimulus acquires valence
when it speaks to a goal. Thus, it is not simply the individ-
ual’s goal, but the ability of objects in the environment to
speak to that goal that leads to goal-directed interpretation
of the social world. If the distal goal driving trait inference
is control, then behaviors that suggest traits, or are diagnos-
tic in terms of traits, will be able to acquire valence and en-
tice an inference by speaking to this distal goal—even if a
proximal goal does not explicitly ask for an inference. But
not all stimuli can acquire this valence because not all be-
havior is trait implying. Such behaviors would not be ex-
pected to be able to satisfy a distal goal of having control
through a trait inference—such meaning is not revealed in
the stimuli. It is not functional for the individual (unless
specifically asked to make an attempt) to draw an inference
about disposition based on information that does not imply
traits, that is not trait diagnostic—this information has
no valence.

However, it is precisely these types of nondiagnostic (in
terms of traits) stimuli (e.g.,“rented an apartment near
where he works”) that are provided in the person memory
experiments discussed. Given an impression set, one could



attempt to generate inferences that satisfy the proximal
goal; one can come up with a trait consistent with the ac-
tions described in the stimuli. Given a proximal goal that
Joes not force an inference, it makes sense that person in-
ferences are not drawn from such stimuli. But this does
1ot mean people never draw person inferences in the ab-
sence of specific instructions to form impressions, or that
such proximal goals are required to produce elaborative
organization of information that includes the storage of
behaviors, trait inferences, and persons (c.f. Bargh, 1990;
Srull & Wyer, 1989). A simple memory set should entice
inferences about the target persons when the stimuli have
valence (see also McArthur & Baron, 1983). Thus, how a
proximal goal such as a memory set interacts with a distal
goal depends on the stimuli in the situation. By consider-
ihg both the situation (diagnostic stimuli) and the inter-
acting goals of the perceiver, we see that people do not
need conscious intent to form inferences. Distal goals pro-
mote trait inference, and proximal goals (or other distal
goals) can either undermine or facilitate this process (Ule-
man & Moskowitz, 1994).

Moskowitz (1993a) provided evidence for this inter-
action of distal and proximal goals by identifying subjects
who were chronically high and low on the goal of structur-
ing their social environment (as measured by the personal
need for structure scale, Thompson et al., 1992). These sub-
jects were then given the proximal goal of memorizing a set
of trait-implying sentences. Subjects for whom the two
goals were complementary (high structurers) were more
likely to form trait inferences during encoding and were
more likely to form unified memory structures that repre-
sented the person, their actions, and the inferred traits.
Subjects for whom the two goals were not complementary

(low structurers) still formed trait inferences; they simply

were less likely to do so, less likely to take the inferential
leap from deeds to disposition. S

The Interaction of Goals in Accessibility Effects.
While Bruner (1957) focused his discussion of percep-
tual readiness on need and expectancy-related factors
within the person that made a category accessible, later
accessibility research treated construct activation in two
ways. One resembles Bruner’s model in terms of focusing
on chronic sources, but concentrates on chronically ac-
cessible cognitive structures, not needs (e.g., Bargh,
Lombardi, & Higgins, 1988; Bargh & Pratto, 1986; Bargh
& Thein, 1985; Higgins, King, & Mavin, 1982). A second
placed the control over what cognitive construct
achieves a higher state of activation within the control
of environmental stimuli that “primed,” or increased
the “readiness” of, stored knowledge (e.g., Bargh &
Pietromonaco, 1982; Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977,
Srull & Wyer, 1979, 1980). As reviewed earlier, such cog-
nitive theories involve an implicit motivational assump-
tion regarding why people use primed constructs and
other explanations that “wait at the top of the head.” The
individual is assumed to have a distal goal of forming a
coherent impression through the least effortful method.
Thus, faced with an ambiguous behavior (that is applica-
ble to the activated construct) perceivers use primed
constructs to capture the stimulus, or to assimilate their
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judgment to be consistent with the primed construct (see
Higgins, Chapter 5, this volume, for a review).

However, judgments are sometimes contrasted to a
prime (e.g., judging a target to be conceited, when con-
fidence had been the primed trait; see Skurnik &
Moskowitz, 1996a, 1996b, for a discussion of the process-
ing mechanisms that underlie contrast effects and the role
of goals, context, and type of prime in determining the
manner in which contrasted judgments are produced).
Martin (1986; see also Herr, 1986) suggested that whether
assimilation or contrast effects will be found may be de-
termined by whether the individual is aware of the ac-
cessible construct. A blatant prime, clearly conscious to
the subjects at the time they are asked to make a judg-
ment, led to contrast rather than assimilation. The impact
of consciousness for primes on judgment was initially as-
sessed by correlating recall for primes and assimilation
(e.g., Lombardi, Higgins, & Bargh, 1987; Newman & Ule-
man, 1990). Moskowitz and Roman (1992) manipulated
the conscious awareness of a prime through a perceiver’s
goals to determine the extent to which awareness of the
prime led to assimilation or contrast. Utilizing the fact
that people spontaneously draw inferences when asked to
memorize trait-implying sentences, they had subjects read
stimulus sentences with a memory goal so that they would
spontaneously infer traits outside of awareness. These in-
ferred traits activated the trait constructs implied in the
sentences, but because the inference was spontaneous, the
subjects were unaware of this activation. Subjects with an
impression goal inferred the same traits, but the infer-
ences and the prime were conscious to them. These proxi-
mal goals directed the outcome of processing that served
the distal goal of inferring traits. When the proximal goal
promoted passive inference (so that the potential influ-
ence on judgment could not be detected) assimilation oc-
curred. When it promoted conscious inference (so that the
potential influence could be detected), contrast occurred.

Martin, Seta, and Crelia (1990) demonstrated that goals
determine whether people assimilate or contrast their
judgments to primes by creating goals that either did or
did not conflict with the distal goal of preserving cogni-
tive resources. After being primed and asked to form an
impression of a target person, some of their subjects were
then informed that the experimenter was concerned with
their personal responses and they were asked to put their
names on their responses. The rest of the subjects in the
group were told to keep their responses anonymous. They
predicted that subjects in the group who were not respon-
sible for their judgments would engage in “social loafing”
and in their effortless evaluation of the target person be
guided by the primes. However, subjects who were re-
sponsible faced a conflict between the goals of preserving
resources and being accurate. Resolving this conflict led
them to be more effortful and careful in their judgments;
they could not afford to loaf and simply rely on the most
accessible explanation provided by the primes.

Both Moskowitz and Roman (1992) and Martin et al.
(1990) show assimilation being defeated by a goal (e.g., an
impression set) that makes subjects aware of the prime and
its potential influence. Recently, researchers have also pur-
sued the general question of whether goals can eliminate



384

assimilation to primes even when people are unaware of
the primes’ influence on their judgment. Sedikides (1990)
examined the impact of communication goals on whether
judgments were assimilated. Subjects were not aware of the
impact of accessible constructs on their judgments, nor did
they consciously seek to correct or utilize a different stan-
dard in making their judgments (as with contrast effects).
They simply adopted a goal of communicating a particular
type of impression and this goal was able to overpower the
influence of an accessible construct. When subjects had
the goal of tailoring a message to suit an audience they were
not shown to be influenced by primes (relative to control
subjects who had no communication goal).

Finally, Thompson, Roman, Moskowitz, Chaiken, and
Bargh (1994) examined how accuracy goals affect assimi-
lation to activated constructs, even when the activation is
not aware to the person (passive priming) and when they
are not explicitly attempting to adopt a particular inter-
pretation. Complementary to the finding of Martin et al.
(1990) that goals emphasizing accuracy led subjects to at-
tempt to correct for the influence of blatant primes, sub-
jects with accuracy goals in Thompson et al.’s experiments
did not assimilate their judgments to the primed con-
structs. Accountability led to an effortful correction, or
debiasing of the primes’ influence, even though subjects
were unaware of the influence. Instantiating a goal of
being accurate in one’s judgments led to more elaborative
and systematic processing, rather than relying simply on
distal goals that promote using the first readily accessible
interpretation that lay waiting at “the top of the head.”

We began this section by illustrating the active and con-
structive nature of person perception. Goals of a particu-
lar content shaped the encoding of social information
across many goals, and a variety of information-processing
domains. Through examining goal influences on sponta-
neous trait inference and accessibility effects in social
judgment, we have illustrated how proximal goals and dis-
tal goals may interact in the active construction of social
judgments. We turn next to examining how goals exert ef-
fects on information processing and the regulatory
processes involved in person perception.

Regulation Theories of Goal Striving

The striving for coherent knowledge through the process-
ing of social information was earlier labeled the principle
of regulated coherence. The manner in which uncertainty,
doubt, inconsistency, and a sense of having “insufficient”
or “invalid” judgments is reconciled (to produce coher-
ence) is the focus of recent social-cognitive models that
reflect many of the ideas presented in our historical re-
view. Cutting across these models is an assumption that
“sufficient warrant,” or the feeling of having valid judg-
ments, can be attained through either effortful or effort-
less processing. In each case, knowledge is actively built,
the perceiver simply remains unaware of his or her own
active contribution to the process when the construction
is effortless. This passive influence is seen, for example, in
the effects of schemas, heuristics, mindlessness, chronic
goals, and accessible constructs that exert their impact
without the individual devoting much, if any, conscious

attention (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken’s, 1993, least effort prin-
ciple; Gilbert & Hixon’s, 1991, “trouble of thinking”;
Sedikides & Skowronski’s, 1991, law of cognitive struc-
ture activation). The regulation of epistemic processes
then is said to involve a struggle between preserving pro-
cessing resources and having adequate judgments—a bal-
ance struck between least effort and selective interests
that promote deeper processing (Bohner, Moskowitz, &
Chaiken, 1995).

Several goal-directed models of cognitive processing
have developed that describe this trade-off (e.g., Brewer,
1988; Chaiken, Giner-Sorolla, & Chen, 1996; Fiske &
Neuberg, 1990; Kruglanski, 1990; Kunda, 1990; Lichten-
stein & Srull, 1987; Martin & Achee, 1992; Smith, 1994;
Tetlock, 1992). In these models (see Smith, 1994, for a re-
view), goals are described as directing the cognitive
processes of a flexible perceiver, flexible because these
processes can lead to information being processed in a
manner that is either individuating and systematic or cate-
gorical, schematic, and heuristic (Fiske, 1993b). Goals
(one’s potential motivation), and the stage of cognitive
processing at which goals are introduced, determine how

- cognitive processing proceeds. We will briefly review two

models (see Chaiken, Eagly, & Wood, Chapter 23, and
Kruglanski, Chapter 17, this volume) to illustrate how the
struggle between goals, such as least effort and accuracy,
may affect the process through which information pro-
cessing proceeds.

According to the theory of lay epistemics (Kruglanski,
1990), the person’s process of generating and evaluating so-
cial knowledge is instigated when current judgments and
opinions are deemed to be invalid (when valid, the system
is at rest, or what Lewin called “frozen”). Invalidity moti-
vates (unfreezes) the epistemic process. Two broad classes
of needs—conclusional needs and closure needs—deter-
mine the type of processing required to restore the system
to rest; they determine whether the epistemic process is
frozen early (less effort exerted) or thawed over a longer
period through systematic examination of relevant evi-
dence. Closure needs encompass goals that promote either
seeking or avoiding closure, such as the orthogonal needs
labeled “need for closure” and “need to avoid closure.” Clo-
sure seeking is similar to Dewey’s (1929) “Quest for Cer-
tainty” and Frenkel-Brunswik’s (1949) “Intolerance of
Perceptual Ambiguity” (gestaltmehrdeutigkeit), marked by
“perceptual rigidity, inability to change set, and tendencies
to primitive and rigid structuring” (p. 122). It is also linked
to the gestalt notion of prdgnanz, a clear-cut and closed
structure in which new experiences are viewed and classi-
fied from the standpoint of an old set (Block & Block,
1951). Conclusional needs include any goals that require
reaching a conclusion, and occur along a continuum ranging
from specific conclusions (a particular answer) to nonspe-
cific conclusions (any sufficient answer).

According to the heuristic-systematic model (HSM;
Bohner et al., 1995; Chaiken et al., 1989, 1996:; Eagly &
Chaiken, 1993) social knowledge is constructed through
two broadly defined information-processing strategies.
Heuristic processing is an effortless, theory—driven, top-
down type of processing. Systematic processing is an ef-
fortful, data-driven, bottom-up type of processing. The



HSM assumes the default processing strategy will be one
that requires the least effort—the heuristic route. How do
economy-minded processors become motivated to be sys-
tematic? The answer is said to involve a trade-off between
the HSM’s sufficiency and least effort principles. While
people desire least effort, they also desire a certain degree
of confidence in their judgments. In the HSM, this point
of sufficient confidence is conceived as a threshold, with

eople motivated to exert enough effort to allow them to
reach the threshold. If their level of actual confidence
falls short of the threshold (their desired confidence
level), they will effortfully process until they achieve a
feeling of sufficiency and either reach or surpass the
threshold. Goals (such as those instigated by being person-
ally vested or held accountable) serve to raise the desired
level of confidence (e.g., Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991).

Both models make links between information process-
ing and goals, with goals serving to initiate and then direct
the quantity and quality of cognitive processing. Both
models explicitly predict that a discrepancy between a de-
sired goal state and an actual state produces insufficient
confidence in social knowledge, which instantiates goal
striving toward coherence and confidently held knowl-
edge. Both assume that the goal of having accurate and
valid judgments leads perceivers to exert greater process-
ing effort, while without such a goal more categorical and
effortless types of processing can be expected. Both as-
sume that the tendency to rely on simple structures can be
enhanced by goals that promote a reliance on schemas,
stereotypes, and heuristics. Finally, both reflect ideas
presented in our historical review that people prefer least
effort, that doubt can promote people moving toward ex-
erting effort, that goals can promote experiencing such
doubt, that these doubts are allayed through a search for
coherence and the pursuit of knowledge belief, and that
this search is halted when sufficient “reason” (Jones &
Davis, 1965) or “warrant” (Allport, 1954) is experienced.
From this view, perceivers are flexible, capable of exert-
ing as much processing effort as their goals dictate. In the
remainder of this section, we review the processes that
regulate this flexibility as they have been examined in re-
search on stereotyping and impression formation.

Goals and Stereotype Use.  Stereotypes are sets of be-
liefs about a group of people. They are a mental list or
picture of the traits, characteristics, and behaviors a par-
ticular social group is likely to possess. While such beliefs
exist in people’s minds, they originate in the culture of
those individuals. Lippman (1922) called stereotyping “a
form of perception” that “imposes a certain character on
the data” because the environment is far too complex to
attain meaning without such classifications (see also
Macrae, Milne, & Bodenhausen, 1994). Stereotypes, how-
ever, need room to impose character on the data—the be-
havior being observed must be ambiguous enough to be
open to interpretation (Duncan, 1976), but given the am-
biguity inherent in interpersonal behavior, not much room
is needed. Research from this cognitive perspective
initially addressed the ability of stereotypes to develop
simply as a function of cognitive processes such as catego-
rization (Tajfel, 1969; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and illusory
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correlation (a tendency to see distinct events or people as
being related because they appear to stand out together;
for stereotyping this is a perceived relationship between
group membership and some trait; Hamilton & Gifford,
1976).

More prototypical, however, is research demonstrating
that stereotypes are rigid (even in the face of contradictory
evidence), and this resistance to change is not always con-
sciously enforced through reflecting on societal norms with
each judgment made. Rather, these norms become internal-
ized and create passively operating standards that are used
to guide judgments. New information is seen as consistent
with internalized standards—stereotypes. In this way,
stereotypes are maintained, even strengthened, because
the search for coherence (Tajfel, 1969) leads us to ignore
stereotype-inconsistent aspects to stimuli that would
make categorization effortful (e.g., Darley & Gross, 1983;
Hamilton & Rose, 1980). Such maintenance of stereotypes
through stereotype-guided categorization (the search for
coherence) is reflected in research on salience (Taylor,
Fiske, Etcoff, & Ruderman, 1978), attribution (e.g., Jack-
son, Sullivan, & Hodge, 1993; Pettigrew, 1979; Taylor &
Jaggi, 1974), decision making (e.g., Bodenhausen & Wyer,
1985; Kruglanski & Freund, 1983), social judgments (e.g.,
Banaji, Hardin, & Rothman, 1993; Manis, Paskewitz, &
Cotler, 1986; Pratto & Bargh, 1991), and outgroup homo-
geneity (e.g., Linville, Salovey, & Fischer, 1986; see
Allport’s, 1954, “narcissism of small differences”).

This research assumes that people typically pursue co-
herence through strategies that simplify the social world
(Rosch, 1978). This is most likely to occur when situations
are ambiguous or when behavioral information is complex,
allowing people to force interpretations on it. However,
several studies suggest that when inconsistent behavior is
highly diagnostic and too salient to ignore, it forces aban-
donment of stereotype-maintaining interpretations. Thus,
stereotype inconsistent information is sometimes utilized
in impressions (e.g., Deaux & Lewis, 1984; Hamilton &
Rose, study 3, 1980; Locksley, Borgida, Brekke, & Hep-
burn, 1980; Manis, Nelson, & Shedler, 1988) and this is
most likely to occur when the data are unambiguous—when
there is no room for interpretation. Diagnostic information
can overpower what waits at the top of the head by “hitting
us over the head” with its clarity. This research addresses
the point that stereotype use can be defeated by requiring
the target of the stereotypes, the victim of one’s perceptual
biases, to act in a manner that is somehow diagnostic
enough, consistent enough, and salient enough to hit the
stereotyped person over the head and awaken the ability to
individuate. If strengthening the data is one method to de-
limit stereotype use, then perhaps even in the presence of
weak data (i.e., ambiguous and nondiagnostic information) a
challenge to stereotype use can come from strengthening
another factor in active perception—the goals of the per-
ceiver (e.g., Moskowitz, 1996).

This approach was adopted by Fiske and her colleagues
(e.g., Erber & Fiske, 1984; Fiske & Von Hendy,
1992; Neuberg, 1989; Ruscher & Fiske, 1990). Fiske and
Neuberg (1990) developed a continuum model of impres-
sion formation that linked goals to information-processing
strategies ranging from category-based (stereotypical) to
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individuating. They state that perceivers initially catego-
rize others rapidly and seek to confirm that categoriza-
tion. This default strategy is pot ideal in that it can
produce what Bruner (1957) called nonveridical percep-
tion, but it generally produces impressions that are suf-
ficient, or good enough. When the impression is not
satisfactory, if there is doubt in its validity, further atten-
tion is directed toward the impression formation process.
Such feelings of insufficiency are said to be triggered by
goals such as those arising from self-relevant impression
formation tasks. Thus, the social perceiver is described as
a motivated tactician, whose goals direct processing op-
tions by determining the cost of judgments.

For example, Erber and Fiske (1984) used outcome de-
pendency (making subjects dependent on one another for
successful completion of their task) to manipulate accuracy
goals and raise the cost of judgment. Such interdependence
" was believed to increase the need for prediction and control
because people need to know how their partner can help
them accomplish the codependent task. In particular, peo-
ple are likely to attend to characteristics inconsistent with
prior stereotypes when involved with such a task, but focus
on characteristics consistent with stereotypes when no goal
exists. Presumably this occurs because inconsistent infor-
mation is more diagnostic and informative and can help sat-
isfy the goal of forming accurate impressions.

Outcome dependency as a means to overcoming stereo-
typing bears similarity to the classic Sherif (1966) research
on superordinate goals as a means to resolve intergroup ten-
sions. In Sherif’s work, mutual, codependent striving to-
ward a desired goal led to the breakdown of prejudice, a
prediction not so different from the effects Erber and
Fiske showed to be due to interdependence. What F iske’s
research adds, however, is an explicit link between interde-
pendence and information-processing strategies, suggesting
that the beneficial effects of codependence arise from sub-
jects being more individuating and effortful in the types of
judgments they form about stereotyped outgroup members.
Further, Ruscher and Fiske (1990) point out that in addi-
tion to cooperating with another for a joint success, people
are outcome dependent on competitors because success of
a competitor will indicate personal failure. Thus, it is not
cooperation that leads to the cognitive effects of seeking
better information, but the goal of attaining accurate in-
formation that arises from a state of interdependence.
Competing individuals attend to stereotype and expectancy
inconsistent information about their opponents much as co-
operating individuals do.

Neuberg and Fiske (1987) add that outcome dependency
does not always lead to increased attention to target infor-
mation nor to individuating, more comprehensive impres-
sion formation. These effects depend on what types of
goals are generated by outcome dependency that then
serve to moderate information processing. In stereotyping
studies (as with many judgment tasks in the natural envi-
ronment), the relationship with the outcome-dependent
partner is short term and task oriented. These outcome-de-
pendent relationships are said to promote accuracy-driven,
individuating impression formation. However, we also
enter into long-term, outcome-dependent relationships
that may foster different, distal goals (forming positive

impressions, as in a friendship, or forming negative im-
pressions, as in a forced commitment to a group one does
not wish to associate with), with drastically different ef-
fects on information processing. This allows for the possi-
bility that goals such as control, structure, and long-term
dependency can be in conflict with other goals such as ac-
curacy and short-term dependency and that the manner in
which this goal conflict is resolved determines informa-
tion-processing strategies.

Darley, Fleming, Hilton, and Swann (1988) suggest that
interaction goals (see also Jones & Thibaut, 1958), such as
interacting with a person you must evaluate, or with a per-
son who will subsequently be a partner on a task, arise from
situations where people are outcome dependent on one an-
other. Such goals not only guide the processing of informa-
tion, but also the gathering of information. Whereas
Neuberg and Fiske (1987) show that people attend to in-
consistent information that is presented to them, Darley
et al. (1988) showed that subjects with such interaction
goals actually seek out inconsistent information to verify
and evaluate their negative expectancies of others—they
ask more diagnostic questions.

Thus, stereotype use can not only be overcome by being
inundated by counterstereotypic information, but by the
perceiver adopting goals that will defeat strategies borne
of cognitive economy. Such goals exert their effect by in-
fluencing the information-processing strategies of the per-
ceiver, leading them to deliberately assess a wide range of
information, including information that is inconsistent
with the stereotype and information that is discovered
later in the interaction. In the cases reviewed so far, how-
ever, these goals are always suggested to the individual by
an experimenter, not freely adopted. Can self-selected
goals also attenuate stereotyping effects in judgment?
Fiske and Von Hendy (1992) provide one answer to this
question by suggesting that telling people that they are
“skilled individuators” leads them to have an enhanced
sense of self and to subsequently adopt goals that are con-
sistent with this salient and egalitarian sense of self. Thus,
the experimental context was used to make accessible one
of the many, context-dependent aspects of self (e.g.,
Markus & Kunda, 1986). Subjects given the sense of “self-
as-individuator” paid greater attention to the inconsistent
information (but only when they were low self monitors
and thus likely to use dispositional information as a guide
to behavior).

Thus, a consistent pattern of results from Fiske and her
colleagues suggests that goals are able to promote individu-
ation. Recently, Fiske {1993a) has turned attention to
power goals that might serve to push perceivers in the op-
posite direction, toward making categorical judgments.
Fiske suggests that power encourages stereotyping because
stereotypes help maintain power. Even when stereotypes
are generally positive, such labels are limiting and serve to
“fence in” the stereotyped group—"power is control and
stereotypes are one way to exert control” (p. 623). Those
with power are prone to stereotype also because they lack a
specific goal that encourages them to do otherwise. To
excel and advance, the subordinate needs to know what
qualities are valued by the outcome-controlling supervisor
(as suggested by Jones & Thibaut’s, 1958, interaction goals);



subordinates depend on the powerful for outcomes and
evaluation. As discussed earlier, such outcome dependency
often leads to increased effort and deliberation in process-
ing. The powerful have no such goal; in fact, they have de-
mands on their time that render such individuation toward
subordinates near impossible. However, Fiske’s suggestion
that the powerful have more demands on their attention
raises the possibility that power promotes stereotyping not
because of the goal of maintaining power and using stereo-
types to fence others in, but because the powerful have
strained cognitive capacity.

Other goals that promote a reliance on cognitive struc-
tures and prior experience, such as need for structure
(e.g., Kruglanski & Freund, 1983; Naccarato, 1988), raise
what Bruner (1957) suggests are the costs of deliberating
and make stereotype use more likely. As suggested by
Hilton and Darley (1991), many goals that arise from so-
cial interaction place cognitive demands on perceivers
who are already prone to relying on impressions formed in
a relatively effortless fashion. Such demands should only
increase the robustness of stereotype use. However, with
most research that attempts to demonstrate how goals in-
crease stereotype use, it is difficult to determine whether
the manipulations used lead to a goal being adopted or ca-
pacity being strained. This makes discussion of goal ef-
fects on promoting stereotype use less clear. Although
few would doubt that goals can enhance the extent to
which people rely on stereotypes, research must disentan-
gle such effects from limits on cognitive capacity. Indi-
vidual differences in chronic goals is one such approach
(e.g., Neuberg & Newsome, 1993). Another approacli is to
induce goals that do not simultaneously limit capacity,
such as ego-protection and self completion (e.g., Crocker
& Luhtanen, 1990; Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, & In-
german, 1987).

Goals and Stereotype Activation. In discussing goal ef-
fects on stereotype use, the operational assumption has
been that stereotype use can be controlled—goals lead to
effortful strategies that allow one to fight against the other-
wise biasing effects of activated stereotypes. However, this
literature does not say that goals can stop people from acti-
vating stereotypes, from primes being made accessible, or
from initial judgments being determined by passive forces.
What it says is that if a stereotype has already been in-
ferred or activated, stereotype use may be controlled by
these inferences being adjusted and corrected through con-
scious elaboration strategies. However, stereotype use and
stereotype activation are separate issues. Whereas attenu-
ating stereotype effects on judgment has been widely
demonstrated by getting subjects to adopt goals that allow
for either an on-line correction to prevent stereotype use or
correction at recall to prevent stereotype use, the even
more fundamental strategy of fighting stereotype effects
on judgment by preventing their activation has not been
pursued. A stereotype cannot bias if it is not activated. Cor-
rection for already activated stereotypes requires effort
and thus can be limited in its success (dependent-on capac-
ity and ability to engage in such corrections—see Thomp-
son et al., 1994), but such limits are nonproblematic if the
stereotype is never activated.
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Bruner (1957), in his discussion of “the constant close
look,” hints at this shortcoming of a strategy of relying on
effortful correction as an antidote to nonveridical percep-
tion. He states that while some stimuli can be assessed so
that their best fit to a category can be discovered, other
stimuli are equivocal and cannot result in veridical catego-
rization. Such stimuli are “mostly in the sphere of so-
called interpersonal perception; perceiving the states of
other people . . . it is doubtful whether a therapeutic regi-
men of close looking will aid the misperceiver much in
dealing with more complex cue patterns” (p. 142). We
echo this concern—when stereotypes, expectancies, and
other biases exist, even systematic processing can produce
nonveridical judgments when the object being judged is
something subjectively determined (such as attitudes to-
ward and impressions of others; see Eagly & Chaiken’s,
1993, discussion of biased systematic processing).

Additionally, even when goals get perceivers to be unbi-
ased in their systematic processing, such processing re-
quires the ability and capacity to be carried out, which
may not be afforded by everyday social interactions: “The
cost of close looks is generally too high under the condi-
tions of speed, risk, and limited capacity imposed upon or-

anisms by their environment” (Bruner, p. 142). Neuberg
(1989, pp. 384-385) expressed this same concern in stat-
ing, “Motivating perceivers to form accurate impressions
clearly will not always reduce behavioral biases against

* stigmatized targets . . . accuracy goals may be less effec-

tive when competing with other goals and tasks for limited
cognitive and behavioral resources.” Finally, consciously
deciding -to pursue the goal of eliminating stereotypes
from one’s impressions, either through choosing to do so
to alleviate an emotional state of compunction (e.g.,
Allport, 1954; Devine, Montieth, Zuwerink, & Elliot,
1991) or to satisfy a motive to be egalitarian and fair (what
Fiske, 1989, called making the “hard choice” to intend to
be non-biased), can have paradoxical effects. Conscious
attempts to suppress stereotypes, as a means to correct
one’s judgments and make them bias-free, can lead to
those stereotypes “rebounding” and being used to an even
greater extent in subsequent judgments (Macrae, Boden-
hausen, Milne, & Jetten, 1994).

There appear to be compelling reasons to believe that a
strategy of using systematic information processing to cor-
rect for biased initial inferences may often fall short. This is
not intended to suggest abandoning such strategies. To the
contrary, the point is explicitly to suggest that inclusion ofa
goal orientation reveals other strategies in addition to, not
instead of, the “constant close look.” One such strategy is
preventing stereotype activation in the first place.

One reason such an approach has not been considered
lies in the language that has been used to describe stereo-
type effects. Because they are effortless and often un-
consciously applied, there has been an assumption that
stereotype activation is automatic; that the mere presence
of a member of an outgroup triggers the stereotype for
that group, as seeing blue ink automatically triggers the
construct for the color blue. Despite the ample evidence
that stereotypes are effortless and pervasive, do they
meet all the features that make a process automatic
(Bargh, 1984, 1994)? This is not simply a semantic issue. If
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stereotypes are unconditionally automatic, then by defini-
tion, their activation cannot be controlled. The only avail-
able strategy to combat their use would be to prevent their
application, a strategy the field has aggressively pursued in
the past 10 years. If not automatic, however, then a second
route to delimiting stereotype effects in judgment is re-
vealed, one focused on preventing stereotype activation
(e.g., Moskowitz, Wasel, Gollwitzer, & Schaal, 1996).

Empirical support for the position that stereotypes are
“automatically activated” provides a second reason why re-
searchers may have ignored goal effects on stereotype acti-
vation; Devine’s (1989) intriguing model suggests such
inhibition would be impossible. By illustrating the auto-
matic nature of stereotype activation, Devine concluded
that stereotypes can only be defeated by later correction,
through adopting the conscious goal of debiasing one’s
judgments. Devine’s interpretation of her findings was opti-
mistic in that they supported the fact that there is one
strategy that can prevent stereotype use. Specifically, sub-
jects with goals to establish or maintain a nonprejudiced
identity, while equally likely to have their stereotypes acti-
vated, can intentionally inhibit the effects of those acti-
vated stereotypes on judgments. However, an even more
optimistic interpretation (particularly given the potential
limits to the “constant close look™) exists if we can chal-
lenge Devine’s conclusion regarding the inevitability of
stereotype activation; Gilbert and Hixon (1991) presented
such a challenge.

Gilbert and Hixon (1991) began with the assumption
that judgments occur in stages. The first stage, in which
categorization processes lead to an initial inference, is ef-
fortless. Later stages are consciously controlled, and it is
here where the inference from the first stage is weighed
against situational factors and adjusted (corrected) to ar-

rive at a more complete judgment. The ‘more effortful

stages can be disrupted by simultaneous processing tasks
that place a cognitive load on the perceiver. The earlier
stage, if automatic, cannot. Stereotype use, therefore,
should be dependent on the processing stage in which a
cognitive load is introduced. When introduced after an ini-
tial inference had been formed, these strains on capacity
increased stereotype use—subjects didn’t have the capacity
to correct their initial stereotypic inference. However,
when “cognitive busyness” came before a stereotype had
been activated, load had the opposite effect. Subjects were
less likely to use stereotypes in judging others. It prevented
the initial stereotypic inference from ever being formed,
suggesting that such inferences are not automatic. If stereo-
type activation is dependent on capacity, then it is not
automatic; and if not automatic, activation may also be goal-
dependent (Bargh, 1989) as well as capacity dependent—
volition may also lead to decreased stereotype activation
and a decreased likelihood of subsequently using a stereo-
type. This discrepancy between Devine (1989) and Gilbert
and Hixon (1991) is an empirical issue that is yet to be re-
solved. Gollwitzer and Moskowitz (1994) suggest two ways
of using goals to attempt to do so.

The first is by examining whether subjects with chronic
egalitarian/fairness goals are less likely to have stereotypes
activated. Although Devine’s (1989) subjects did not differ
in stereotype activation as a function of egalitarianism,

several aspects to this experiment leave this issue still open
to investigation (see Locke, Macleod, & Walker, 1994, for a
review of these concerns). For example, Devine’s research
establishes that pieces of stereotypic knowledge are stored
together, and if one aspect of the knowledge structure is
primed, then activation can spread to other aspects of the
stereotype (similar to Cantor & Mischel’s, 1977, demon-
stration with schemas). However, this does not mean, as
Devine posits, that the mere presentation of a member of a
stereotyped group will be enough to activate the stereo-
type, or that priming part of a stereotype will always acti-
vate that stereotype. Stereotype activation may be
controllable so that either (1) one’s goals inhibit stereotype
activation or (2) some other construct besides the stereo-
type may be activated instead, what Allport (1954, p. 20)
called a more dominant category being activated (see also
Macrae, Bodenhausen, & Milne, 1995).

For example, Bargh and Pietromonaco (1982) primed the
trait of hostility, but varied the prime frequency from 0%
to 20% to 80% between subjects. Their data suggest that
they only found the priming effect for the 80% condition;
the category was not activated when only 20% of the stim-
uli were prime words. Showing that constructs are not al-
ways activated by the mere presence of the prime raises the -
possibility that the “mere presence” of a stigmatized group
member or of a stereotype-relevant trait does not inevitably
lead to stereotype activation. Moreover, if people’s goals to
judge a certain stereotyped group in a fair manner can be-
come chronically held, through recent and frequent appli-
cation of the goal, there is reason to expect an automatic
inhibition of stereotyped responses (see Bargh & Barndol-
lar, 1995). In fact, Moskowitz et al. (1996) found that peo-
ple who had internalized the goal of being egalitarian, so
that it was chronically held, failed to have stereotypes acti-
vated. They demonstrated that while non-chronics had
stereotypes activated by simply seeing pictures of members
of stigmatized groups, people with chronic goals to be non-
biased inhibited stereotype activation.

Gollwitzer and Moskowitz (1994) suggest a second way
of demonstrating that stereotype activation may not be
automatic; it revolves around manipulating the types of
intentions subjects form. Implementation intentions are
described as a linkage between goal-directed behavior
and situational context, laying down a specific plan that
promotes the initiation and execution of goal-directed
behavior (Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994; Gollwitzer, 1993).
When people form implementation intentions, they are
said to surrender initiation of their goal-directed action
to environmental stimuli so that the presence of the stim-
uli can activate goal striving. Such processing is similarly
described as occurring in an automatic fashion. Thus,
Gollwitzer and Moskowitz suggest that having an imple-
mentation intention that works toward the goal of being
nonprejudiced would establish a competition, or race, to
capture the stimulus input. If the implementation inten-
tion wins the race, then the goal of being nonprejudiced
can prevent stereotype activation. If it loses the race,
then activation of the stereotype will occur.

In conclusion, it is suggested that goals can affect
stereotype use through their impact on information pro-
cessing at several stages. Although stereotypes are fast,



effortless, and easily applied, they also can be controlled.
The question we raise here is whether they can be con-
trolled not by correcting for them, but by exerting an in-
fluence over stereotype activation as well. Stereotypes
may be similar to spontaneous trait inferences in this re-
gard. Just as such inferences were initially claimed to be
automatic, subsequent research (see Newman & Uleman,
1989) revealed them to be restricted (and enhanced) by
goals not merely in their expression, but in their occur-
rence as well (Uleman & Moskowitz, 1994). Just because
stereotypes are often effortlessly and passively applied
(i.e., without awareness) does not mean that they are be-
yond control. There are several ways goals can regulate
the processes that determine stereotype use, One of them
being the passive inhibition of stereotype activation.

Goals and the Formation of Trait Inferences. Earlier
we reviewed Heider’s (1944) belief that people tend to at-
tribute causes for events to other people, not to the con-
text the person is in. Acts are taken to be indicative of
personality so that doer and deed are equated in a “nat-
ural, fundamental Gestalt” (Jones, 1979). Jones and Davis
(1965; Jones & Harris, 1967) extended this logic by sug-
gesting that people form correspondent inferences—be-
lieving that behavior corresponds with the disposition of
the person producing it—and that behavior will be taken
at face value “when it does not generate multiple highly
expected effects” (Jones, 1979, p. 108).

Gilbert and his colleagues (e.g., Gilbert, 1989; Gilbert &
Hixon, 1991; Gilbert, Krull, & Malone, 1990; Gilbert & Os-
borne, 1989; Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988; Gilbert,
Taforadi, & Malone, 1993) proposed that their model in
which inferences are said to be formed in stages (reviewed
earlier) can give rise to the correspondence bias. The infer-
ences formed in the initial stage are “qutomatic.” These be-
liefs then need to be «unbelieved” in later stages where
adjustments to these inferences occur (Gilbert et al., 1990),
but this correction process requires exerting cognitive ef-
fort, which requires having cognitive capacity. Thus, simi-
lar to research on stereotyping, there is an assumption that
trajt inference from observed behavior is automatic
(Gilbert, 1989), a position that Krull (1993) referred to as a
“fixed model.” The implication of this assumption, as it was
with stereotype research, is that the way to control overat-
tributing to disposition is to prevent the application of a
passive trait inference, rather than preventing its occur-
rence (somewhat paradoxical, given Gilbert and Hixon’s
suggestion that stereotypic inference is not automatic).

This fixed model violates the view of the “fundamental
attribution error” (Ross, 1977) as a bias or tendency. The
ease with which traits are drawn and used was not sug-
gested by Jones (1979) to be a fixed process, but merely
an easy, rather effortless, default strategy. In asserting that
impression formation may not be automatic, it is not our in-
tent to suggest that it is, therefore, consciously regulated.
To the contrary, as reviewed earlier, inference processes
frequently occur without awareness or intent and are ubiq-
uitous in the processing of social information. It is precisely
because of their passive occurrence that it is essential to
make the subtle distinction between “purely automatic”
and “passive but controllable” inference processes. If
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initial inferences are not “automatic,” but are instead sim-
ply fast, unintended, and unaware, then the explanation
for the correspondence bias (Gilbert, 1989) remains un-
changed. However, an additional way to control it opens
up—through preventing trait inference.

For example, Quattrone (1982) demonstrated, by chang-
ing what subjects were led to see as salient information,
that sometimes the initial inferences people form are
not dispositional, but situational, dependent on their ex-
pectancies at the time they perceive the stimulus informa-
tion. The task was borrowed from the correspondence bias
paradigm, in which subjects view a speech on a topic that -
a target was either assigned to write or chose to write, but
additionally subjects were asked to ascertain subtle influ-
ences of experimenters on subjects in experiments. Thus,
when watching the target person, subjects were now fo-
cused on the impact of the experimenter. Krull (1993)
demonstrated a similar effect of inferential goals in deter-
mining whether an initial inference is dispositionally or
situationally based. Given the appropriate goal, corre-
spondent inferences not only disappeared, the effect re-
versed and people overattributed to the situation. As Krull
concludes, “the grist change(s) the mill” (p. 340). This is
consistent with Lupfer, Clark, and Hutcherson’s (1990)
belief that situational inferences may be formed sponta-
neously when background information that promotes situ-
ational attributions is present. The conclusion that goals
control dispositional inference is also reached by Uleman
and Moskowitz (1994) who found that spontaneous trait
inference could be inhibited by a subject’s proximal goal.
They concluded that such inferences are not completely
automatic, but are goal dependent.

Detailing the impact of goals on trait inference is not
meant to diminish the importance of such inferences in
everyday psychological functioning. Just because trait in-
ferences are not inevitable and can be controlled does not
mean that they do not usually occur. We do not wish to
imply that controlling dispositional attribution by prevent-
ing initial trait inferences is the default. In fact, the oppo-
site is suggested; trait inferences typically occur, and
there are distal goals in place that make them functional
and likely. Thus, the more typical role for volitional con-
trol is to get people to correct an initial dispositional infer-
ence (which we turn to next) rather than to prevent
dispositional inferences from ever occurring. But this
does not mean that goals cannot override the tendency to
attribute to traits in the early stages of social judgment.

Goals and the Correction of Dispositional Attributions.
Just as stereotype activation has been depicted as pas-
sively occurring but open to goal-driven correction, so,
too are the initial impressions of personality we form. We
have just seen that goals can serve to determine whether
people passively form initial trait inferences. A second
issue of volitional control revolves around how and when
people correct their initial, effortless judgments if
formed) through somewhat more deliberate and controlled
attributional reasoning. This issue of understanding how
and when goals initiate and regulate the processes through
which attributions are reached is separate from the well
established literature on how goals direct the content of
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one’s attribution, as demonstrated in research on attribu-
tional biases (see Ross & Fletcher, 1985, for a review).

Gilbert et al. (1988) demonstrate that correcting an in-
ference requires cognitive capacity. They followed a pro-
cedure used by Snyder and Frankel (1976) in which
subjects watch a tape of a nervous, anxiety-ridden person.
Some subjects were told that the reason for this anxiety
was the discussion topic the person was speaking about—
sexual fantasies. These subjects formed an initial infer-
ence that the person was anxious but corrected this
inference by taking into account the topic. Other subjects
were told the topic was bland (e.g., world travel). These
subjects did not correct their initial inference by subtract-
ing out the input from the context—the person was seen as
dispositionally anxious. However, an interesting twist ap-
peared when subjects in the same circumstances were
made cognitively busy. Busy subjects who were told the
topic was anxiety producing now failed to take this infor-
mation into account. They proceeded to judge the person
as dispositionally anxious, forming a correspondent infer-
ence that failed to be corrected despite the anxiety-
provoking nature of the situation. When cognitive capac-
ity is not available, perceivers do not take into account
contextual factors that can correct an initial inference.

However, even having the available capacity for effort-
ful correction is often not enough. People may freeze at
the early inferential stage, failing to consider context, even
when no capacity constraints are placed on them. This is
precisely what is shown in the basic demonstration of the
correspondence bias (Jones & Harris, 1967). Earlier, it
was suggested in the principle of least effort that people
prefer not to expend cognitive capacity; processes such as
categorizing others in terms of coarse overgeneralizations
and dispositional inferences grow out of seeking cognitive
economy. Thus, correcting for correspondent inferences
through cognitive effort may require more than just the
availability of capacity to exert that effort, but a goal that
makes the individual want to exert greater effort, that un-
dermines the confidence with which people rely on effort-
less, passively formed judgments.

Working within the framework of the lay epistemic
model (e.g., Kruglanski, Chapter 17, this volume), Web-
ster focused on closure seeking and closure avoiding to il-
lustrate that goals determine whether the correspondence
bias is augmented or attenuated. Closure seeking leads in-
dividuals to “freeze” their judgments and produce what is
experienced as confident and unambiguous knowledge. As
described by Brumer (1957), this sort of freezing (pro-
moted by schemas and prior expectancies) allows predic-
tive veridicality, or what Webster calls “predictability and
a base for action” (p. 262). Jones (1979) similarly stated,
“We supposedly make dispositional attributions to facili-
tate our control over the social environment and to en-
hance predictability. But the existence of a fundamental
attribution error suggests that this subjective feeling of
control is purchased at the high cost of premature closure”
(p. 107). )

Taking Jones’s logic that control is bought by costly
early closure, Webster set out to test that if closure could
be put on sale, then people should be more likely to pur-
chase it in to attain control. However, if the already high

cost of premature closure is raised even further, closure
may become too expensive, and control will be forfeited
along with overattribution to disposition. The price of clo-
sure is said to be determined by goals that make closure
either desired or avoided. Thus, if the overattribution ef-
fect is caused by a tendency to attribute causes to disposi-
tional factors because such categorical inferences are
easiest, while adjusting those inferences to take the situa-
tion into account is effortful, then goals that promote clo-
sure (in this case, working on an unattractive task) should
augment the likelihood of forming correspondent infer-
ences. However, goals that promote the avoidance of clo-
sure and highlight the costs associated with early or
premature freezing (in this case, working on an attractive
task) should be likely to instigate extended processing
(e.g., Kruglanski & Mayseless, 1987). If correction of ini-
tial correspondent inferences is indeed effortful, goals
that promote the exertion of the required effort should
eliminate the tendency to overattribute to disposition.

Converging evidence for this role of goals as instigators
of more deliberate processing in which initial, more ef-
fortless inferences are corrected and adjusted is provided
in the work of Tetlock (1983, 1985, 1992; Tetlock & Kim,
1987). Tetlock (1985b) examined the impact of a goal of
forming accurate and justifiable judgments on the over-
attribution effect. Some subjects were led to expect that
they would have to justify their impressions as part of the
experimental procedure, thus being held accountable for
their attributions. Others simply performed- the judg-
ment task with no goal provided for them. Accountable
subjects were less likely to attribute an essay that a per-
son was forced to write to their personal beliefs on the
topic, whereas nonaccountable subjects showed the clas-
sic overattribution effect (subjects attributed a speech
writer’s position to the true beliefs of the writer, even -
when knowing the writer was forced to write the
speech). This occurs because the goal created a more dis-
criminating subject, instigating what Tetlock, Skitka, and
Boettger (1989) called integrative complexity. High
choice signals a dispositional cause to the careful at-
tributor, whereas forced choice suggests a situational
cause. But only accountable subjects were discriminating”
enough to make use of these cues. As Tetlock and Kim
(1987) state, accountable subjects “adopt a more self-
conscious, controlled approach to how they will analyze
the social information available to them.”

Summary

In our section on goal influences on information process-
ing, we have attempted to distil from the literature several
goal-related principles of psychological functioning and
relate those principles to information processing. This dis-
cussion has begged several questions, particularly con-
cerning what the role of goals has been during the “social
cognition era,” how that role has changed, and whether
the field truly was “strictly cognitive” during this period.
Although a cogent case may be made that the field has
always been cognitive (Higgins, 1992), can this case be
made for motivation, particularly in the past 20 years?
Our review suggests that goals have played an integral



part in demonstrating, qualifying, and explaining social-
cognitive models. Goals initially remained implicit, de-
fined simply as instructional tasks, but even when goals
were being explicitly ignored, or treated as simple, proxi-
mal instructional sets, there remained an implicit adher-
ence to the traditional position that people are motivated
to seek meaning and attain a coherent view of the social
stimuli that confront them. As Tetlock and Levi (1982,
p. 83) concluded “there is a latent motivational dimension
to the cognitive research program.” However, explicit
roles for distal goals have also emerged and goals have
been examined in both conflict and harmony; as compet-
ing with each other or facilitating each other in guiding in-
formation processing.

In reviewing goal influences on cognitive processing,
distal goals were suggested to make trait inferences and
stereotype use fairly ubiquitous processes; the default pro-
cessing strategy, in the absence of explicit proximal goals, is
to use what is easiest or most accessible (e.g., the stereo-
type and the trait inference). But these processes are not
automatic, they are strategies, and despite their noted ubiq-
uity and unaware-unintended nature, conflicts between
distal goals or between distal and proximal goals can insti-
gate processing that can ultimately control passively ap-
plied strategies. Correcting for them by preventing them
from occurring is often difficult, and correcting for these
influences after they have occurred is the more typical
mode through which goals can exert an impact on judg-
ment. It is also important to note that often such goal con-
flicts do not exist, or that when conflicts do exist with a
distal goal (such as through introducing proximal goals or
by activating a conflicting distal goal), we are prevented
from correcting for their influence by contextual factors
that limit either capacity or ability. Finally, goals can have
both unintended effects and intended effects on processes
that occur either with or without our awareness. Thus, the
potential to correct for influences on judgment does not
depend on one being aware that (1) such influences exist or
that (2) goals influence such processes.

Current research has relatively little to say (in relation
to the literature on goals and behavior) on conflict be-
tween goals, and how competition between goals affects
cognitive processing. Kruglanski and Freund (1983)
placed need for structure and fear of invalidity in conflict
with one another, and showed that when faced with a
need for structure (fast judgments being required because
of a deadline) the tendency to categorize and stereotype,
to seek fast and effortless solutions, predominated. But
how much confidence will the person who desires accu-
racy have when forced to make quick judgments? Will the
inability to consider numerous alternatives due to time
pressure be perceived as the lack of existence of alterna-
tives, thus yielding sufficient knowledge and confidence,
or will the inability to process in a detailed fashion and
consider alternatives leave the individual unable to expe-
rience a sense of goal attainment? The social-cognitive lit-
erature offers few answers to such questions. However,
research on goals and action suggests one answer. If one is
left feeling that a goal state has not been satisfied, the in-
dividual perseverates on the task if possible and demon-
strates resumption of the activity when given the
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appropriate chance (Ovsiankina, 1928; Zeigarnik, 1927).
Thus, we might expect the time-pressured individual who
desires accuracy to feel that their judgments are insuffi-
cient. Such individuals should desire to postpone making
judgments until further processing effort can be exerted,
but because they are forced to make a judgment, they may
experience a lack of confidence (doubt). This would be re-
flected in attempts to either rationalize their judgments
(by attributing them to the time constraints, a type of
forced compliance) or to resume cognitive activity when
the opportunity next presents itself.

A second shortcoming of current models is the broad
strokes with which they speak of information processing.
While the intent was to use terms such as heuristic and
systematic, categorical and individuating, or top-down and
bottom-up as metaphorical endpoints to an information-
processing continuum, the vast range of processing strate-
gies that lies in between remains underarticulated. Instead,
the specific features of information processing need to be
spelled out. Bargh (1989) outlines a model for discussing
the features of information processing in describing the dif-
ferences between automatic and controlled processing.
While easily construed as endpoints on a processing contin-
uum, specific features associated with information process-
ing are additionally detailed, and varieties of automaticity
discussed. Thus, a process is not merely construed as auto-
matic or controlled, but as meeting a certain number of fea-
tures that characterize the manner in which information is
processed-—controllability, intentionality, awareness, and
attention (James, 1890, broke attention down further to va-
rieties of attention). Such an approach focused on the fea-
tures of processing allows for better specification of the
links between goals and information processing.

A third shortcoming is centered around the focus the
literature has placed on goals related to coherence, pre-
diction, and control, what Tetlock and Levi (1982) called
the need for effective control, at the expense of other
goals. Jones and Thibaut (1958) similarly referred to the
goal of gaining cognitive clarity, but they proposed other
classes of interaction goals that have received far
less attention in the literature. For example, Jones and
Thibaut’s goal of securing motivational and value support

“(p. 161) is similar to what Smith and Mackie (1995) la-

beled “valuing me and mine,” what Tetlock and Levi
(1982) called need for self esteem, and what Eagly and
Chaiken (1993) called defense motivation. But a quick
glance at the Smith and Mackie chart that opens their
text reveals relatively little work has been done exploring
this goal and its effects on person perception. A similar
situation is found for the goal Smith and Mackie label as
“seeking connectedness,” a goal that Baumeister (1995;
making a similar point about the dearth of research)
called “belongingness” (see also Stevens & Fiske, 1995),
that Tetlock and Levi (1982) called need for social ap-
proval, and Eagly and Chaiken called impression motiva-
tion (in that people seek to project an image that will gain
them acceptability). Jones and Thibaut referred to this

oal as maximizing beneficent social response (p. 162),
and although it is linked to the control motive in that a
person’s knowledge that others like him or her gives that
person power over the others, it was predicted to have
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other effects based on the value it provides for boosting
the individual’s sense of self-worth and virtue. This could
have perceptual implications, such as a perceiver favor-
ably biasing the impressions of those who give indications
of liking the perceiver. For example, the correspondence
bias may be facilitated by belongingness goals that pre-
vent a person from seeing constraints on a desired other’s
behavior. To date, the literature on goal effects on person
perception has retained a narrow focus, giving far less
emphasis to interaction goals other than seeking coher-
ence, control, and cognitive mastery/clarity.

Finally, this review highlights that goals have been ex-
amined almost exclusively as independent variables in order
to understand their impact on cognitive processes servicing
the pursuit of coherence. Relatively little has been said
about how goals may serve as dependent variables, with the
focus on how cognitive processes may determine the types
of goals that we adopt. Whereas the literature on goals and
action has focused on goal setting, how people’s cognitive
processes affect the goal-setting process remains virtually
unexplored What has been demonstrated, however, by the
literature on goals and cognition, is not simply the active
nature of social cognition, but the flexible processes in-
volved in the construction of social knowledge, and the role
of goals in regulating these processes.

NOTES

1. This assumption is perhaps not adopted by Langer (1989), who as-
serts that there is no limit to processing capacity. However, one in-
terpretation of Langer’s assertion is that there is some upper limit,
but the costs of being mindful (as opposed to mindless), or the effort
one must exert to be noncategorical and nonschematic in one’s pro-
cessing, do not come close to approaching that limit. Thus, the
essence of her statement may be that, at an experiential level, peo-
ple are capable of being mindful without coming close to reaching
the limits or boundaries of the processing system. They are trained
to be mindless, but if mindfulness was the adopted default, then it
too would be experienced as effortless. This is believed by Langer to
be possible since mindfulness does not tax capacity, the limits of
which are so high as to be, for practical purposes, boundless.

2. The person-centered factors that shape perception will vary within
the same person across time and situations ( dependent on the situa-
tional press and one’s fluctuating needs and goals) and across per-
sons (e.g., liberals and conservatives) within the same situation
(dependent on individual differences in needs, goals, expectancies,
beliefs, values, and accessible constructs).

3. Lay epistemic theory (Kruglanski, 1990) seems to equate closure
with quick cessation/early freezing and avoiding closure with in-
creased deliberation. Goals such as being accurate (fearing being in-
valid) promote deliberation and avoiding closure, whereas goals such
as needing structure promote fast closure. In the antithetic tone of
the philosophical debate between inquiry and truth, this would
mean that information processing is anchored by polar opposites—
frozen and unfrozen thought, closure and avoiding closure. Unfrozen
thought (avoiding closure) would be the path to truth, frozen
thought (seeking closure) the road to the end of inquiry. However,
although they are the opposing points in a philosophical debate, clo-
sure and accuracy (inquiry and truth) are not theoretically polar op-
posites. As defined, closure is a desire for knowledge, an end to
indeterminate states. It is a general goal that can be realized in sev-
eral ways. Quick cessation and reliance on heuristics is one way to
achieve closure, but so, too, is closure’s philosophical nemesis—ac-
curacy. For example, Trope and Bassok (1982) found that people
seek accurate, diagnostic information rather than belief-consistent

information (cf. Snyder & Swann, 1978). There is no need to equate
closure with structured and schematic solutions arrived at quickly.
People can either desire to approach or avoid closure as general mo-
tives, and each of these motives can be achieved through processing
ranging from structured and categorical thought to complex and in-
dividuated thought (thus, perhaps the earlier language of need for
structure and fear of invalidity more accurately captures this possi-
bility). In more recent revisions to his model, Kruglanski (1996)
explicitly discusses the possibility that closure and accuracy are not
incompatible.

4. But it can be traced at least as far back to James’s (1890, p. 451) be-

lief: “The stream of our thought is like a river. On the whole, easy
simple flowing predominates in it, the drift of things is with the pull
of gravity, and effortless attention is the rule. But at intervals a log-
jam occurs, stops the current, creates an eddy, and makes things
temporarily move the other way. If a real river could feel, it would
feel these eddies and set-backs as places of effort.”
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