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Pursuing a series of progressive (e.g., professional) goals that form a goal ladder often leads to a trade-off
between moving up to a more advanced level and repeating the same goal level. This article investigates
how monitoring one’s current goal in terms of remaining actions versus completed actions influences the
desire to move up the goal ladder. The authors propose that a focus on remaining (vs. completed) actions
increases the motivation to move up to a more advanced level, whereas the focus on completed (vs.
remaining) actions increases the satisfaction derived from the present level. They find support for these
predictions across several goal ladders, ranging from academic and professional ladders to simple,
experimental tasks. They further find that individuals strategically attend to information about remaining
(vs. completed) actions to prepare to move up the goal ladder.
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People’s goals, whether they constitute central life objectives or
mundane everyday pursuits, often follow a “goal ladder” in which
each goal is a step toward another, more challenging goal. For
example, people’s career paths often follow a goal ladder in which
an entry-level position is a step toward a more advanced position
in the organization. Even more mundane goals, such as playing a
computer game, often include different levels in which a person
can move up, for example, by advancing from Level 3 to Level 4.
In addition, goal ladders characterize learning goals, such as when
people move from a beginner to an intermediate level when they
acquire a new skill. The goal ladder can be highly structured, for
example, when moving up the military ranks (from private to
corporal) or the academic ranks (from assistant to associate).
However, at other times, goal ladders are less structured, for
example, when people seek to move to a position with more
challenges and responsibilities than their current one, sometimes
without being aware of their desire to advance.

Regardless of the specific features of the goal ladder, individuals
face a dilemma between moving up to a more advanced level
versus repeating the current level for their next pursuit. Choosing
a more advanced level often requires the individual to invest more
effort, yet it can offer certain benefits (e.g., greater interest). As
such, we explore whether the way individuals monitor their current
goal—either in terms of remaining actions or completed actions—
influences their aspiration level for their next goal level. We

examine, for example, whether the focus on remaining (vs. com-
pleted) courses in college increases the desire to seek a postgrad-
uate job and whether the focus on topics yet to be learned (vs.
already learned) in a beginner’s language course increases the
ultimate level of proficiency beginners aspire to achieve.

We position our theory in previous goal research, which ex-
plores the impact of discrepancies (i.e., remaining actions; e.g.,
Carver & Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1987; Hull, 1932; Locke &
Latham, 2002), as well as successful past pursuits (Bandura, 1991;
Feather, 1982; Heckhausen, 1977) on motivation to pursue a focal
goal. In departure from previous research, we compare these foci
against each other and explore their relative impact on the choice
of what to do once the focal goal is achieved. Building on research
by Fishbach and colleagues (Fishbach, Dhar, & Zhang, 2006; Koo
& Fishbach, 2008), we predict that an emphasis on remaining
actions focuses individuals on making progress, leading to a desire
to move up, whereas an emphasis on completed actions focuses
individuals on their commitment to the current goal, leading to a
desire to repeat the present goal level. In exploring these hypoth-
eses, we shed new light on the classic problem of what determines
people’s levels of aspiration (Dembo, 1931/1976; Kruglanski,
1975; Lewin, 1926; Lewin, Dembo, Festinger, & Sears, 1944;
Locke & Latham, 1990).

Expressing Commitment Versus Making Progress

Two types of incentives exist for pursuing a goal. The first are
incentives to engage in a goal, including the experience of enjoy-
ment, involvement, or importance while pursuing a goal. The
second are incentives to make progress on a goal and move up the
goal ladder. For example, for a student pursuing an academic goal,
the incentive can be based on the joy of learning or the pleasure of
mastering a topic and moving up to a more advanced topic; for the
person playing a computer game, the incentive can be based on the
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joy of playing at the present level or the sense of progress when
completing this level and moving up to the next level.

This distinction between the two incentives of goal pursuit
echoes the distinction between process- and outcome-derived mo-
tivations. That is, individuals can either perform a goal activity for
its own sake or as a means to reach an outcome or an end state
(Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991; Sansone & Harackiewicz, 1996;
Sansone & Smith, 2000). The two types of incentives are also
grounded in research on consummatory versus instrumental goals
(Miller & Tesser, 1992), endogenous versus exogenous behaviors
(Kruglanski, 1975), autotelic versus teleologic goals (Csikszent-
mihalyi, 1975), and intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation (Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Higgins & Trope, 1990). Although these various
frameworks differ in many aspects, they share the assumption that
the incentive for pursuing a goal comes from engaging in a goal or
from attaining a goal and moving on.

For many goals, both types of incentives are possible, such that
whether a person values engagement or movement depends on
how he or she perceives pursuing the goal. In particular, people
can perceive pursuing a goal in terms of either expressing com-
mitment to a desired state or making progress toward this state
(Fishbach et al., 2006; Koo & Fishbach, 2008). In a commitment
frame, people interpret their goal pursuit as expressing their pos-
itive evaluation of the goal and their perception that pursuing the
goal is enjoyable, important, or both. This representation of goals
pertains less to achieving an end state and more to assessing
whether goal engagement is valuable (Higgins & Trope, 1990;
Sansone, Weir, Harpster, Morgan, 1992). For example, a student
may derive value from expanding his knowledge through a reading
assignment, and a chef may enjoy the process of cooking a
masterpiece dinner. When people frame their goal actions as
expressing commitment, the incentive is to engage in the goal.

Conversely, in a progress frame, people perceive pursuing a
goal as moving toward a desired end state or reducing the discrep-
ancy between their current state and this end state. Discrepancy
theories, which suggest people intend for their actions to reduce
the distance to goal completion, assume this framing of goals
(Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998; Higgins, 1987; Locke & Latham,
1990; Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960). According to this frame,
failure to make progress leads to conscious deliberation about
increasing effort (Martin & Tesser, 1996; Martin, Tesser, & McIn-
tosh, 1993), because individuals tie the benefits from the goal to
attainment rather than engagement (Kivetz, Urminsky, & Zheng,
2006; Locke & Latham, 1990). For example, a student can value
making progress on a reading assignment, and a chef can value
completing a masterpiece dinner and serving it to the guests.
According to Kruglanski et al. (2000), the desire to make progress
is particularly strong among people characterized by strong loco-
motion; for such people, the perception of moving forward is
rewarding even beyond the benefits from completing the goal.
Thus, when people frame their goal actions as making progress,
the incentive to pursue a goal is to move forward.

These distinct goal frames influence individuals’ motivation to
pursue their focal goal, either because they feel highly committed
or because they wish to make progress (Fishbach et al., 2006; Koo
& Fishbach, 2008). In addition, these goal frames—commitment
versus progress—can influence people’s levels of aspiration for
their next goal. In a goal ladder, completion of a current goal level
is a precondition for moving to the next level. In a commitment

frame, the current level of goal engagement appears optimally
rewarding and satisfactory, and individuals have less desire to
move to something more advanced on the next opportunity. In this
goal frame, completing the current goal increases the motivation to
repeat a similar level. In contrast, in a progress frame, people
desire to move to the next level after successfully attaining a
current goal, because they value the movement and making
progress on the goal ladder.

Classic goal research finds that goal completion can often in-
crease the level of aspiration on a subsequent task (Festinger,
1942; Jucknat, 1937; Lewin et al., 1944). For example, Jucknat
(1937) found that children spontaneously choose more difficult
mazes after successfully completing a maze—a pattern consistent
with a progress frame. However, whereas previous studies tested
for the impact of actual goal achievement, we propose that the
focus on making progress is sufficient to increase people’s moti-
vation to move to the next level, even in mid pursuit of the present
goal. A goal ladder further contains an imbedded trade-off between
repeating the current level and moving on to the next level. An
increase in the level of aspiration (in a progress frame) would thus
be associated with a lower valuation of the current goal level, and
an increase in valuation of the current goal level (in a commitment
frame) would imply that a person expresses a lower level of
aspiration for the next goal.

It is notable that stronger goal involvement could potentially
increase the satisfaction from the present goal level as well as the
motivation to move up to the next goal level. For example, a
passionate employee will express greater satisfaction from the
present role and greater desire to move to something more ad-
vanced than will a less passionate employee. However, within any
given level of goal involvement, a trade-off should exist between
how satisfied people are with their present goal level and how
much they desire to move up the goal ladder. The framing of
self-regulation as expressing commitment versus making progress
could then influence whether they value the present level or wish
to advance. For example, relative to the employee who frames his
or her goal in terms of commitment, the employee who wishes to
progress might be more motivated to move up the organization
hierarchy while enjoying his or her present role less.

Remaining Actions Increase Level of Aspiration

We propose that the focus on completed versus remaining
actions on a present goal can impact whether people focus on their
commitment to versus progress toward a goal. When the focus is
on completed actions, the actions increase the sense of personal
commitment to the goal, including the perception that the goal is
important and expectancy of attainment is high (Atkinson, 1957;
Feather, 1982; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974; Lewin et al., 1944; Liber-
man & Förster, 2008; Vroom, 1964). Because the goal appears
more valuable and feasible, people wish to adhere to this goal at
the next opportunity (Arkes & Ayton, 1999; Aronson, 1997; Ban-
dura, 1991; Bem, 1972; Cialdini, Trost, & Newsom, 1995; Cooper
& Fazio, 1984; Freedman & Fraser, 1966). In contrast, when the
focus is on remaining actions, people consider their progress and
wish to decrease the discrepancy between their current position
and the state of goal completion; that is, people wish to move
forward (Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998; Higgins, 1987). In a goal
ladder, a desire to move forward translates into not only greater
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motivation to complete the present goal level but into a greater
level of aspiration, such that a person wishes to move up to the
next level.

Thus, whereas previous research documents that completed
actions increase motivation by increasing perceived self-efficacy,
which promotes commitment (Bandura, 1991), and remaining ac-
tions increase motivation by emphasizing discrepancies and lack
of action (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1987), we compare the
motivational impact of these foci. We predict that an emphasis on
completed actions increases the sense of commitment to the
present level and encourages the individual to choose a similar
level subsequently, whereas an emphasis on remaining actions
increases the sense that progress is required and encourages the
individual to choose a more advanced goal level after completion
of the present goal. For example, a college student could enjoy
college more and choose to take more courses if she considers
what she has accomplished to date, whereas she will express a
greater desire to finish college and start her future career if she
considers her remaining coursework.

These foci should have similar motivational impacts in the
absence of a clear end state for the current goal level. For example,
although the workplace often does not offer goals with a clear end
state, we would expect employees to enjoy their current roles more
and to wish to maintain them for another year if they consider what
they have already accomplished. In contrast, if employees consider
what they must still accomplish this year, they will feel more
motivated to move up the hierarchy to a more challenging role for
the next year.

There are important boundary conditions to the effect on level of
aspiration. First, the desire to move forward will translate into a
higher level of aspiration only when a goal ladder (i.e., a trajec-
tory) exists and when forming a higher level of aspiration fits
within that ladder. If no higher level exists, the focus on remaining
(vs. completed) actions might be associated with a desire to dis-
engage. Second, the focus on remaining actions will increase the
level of aspiration only if people do not construe the actions as
failed. Individuals might associate more negative experiences with
remaining actions than with completed actions (Carver & Scheier,
1990), but those remaining actions do not usually represent failed
actions. For example, remaining actions are the remaining trials on
the task, which provide information on one’s level of progress, and
failed actions are the failed trials on a task, which provide infor-
mation on one’s lack of ability to successfully pursue this task.
Whereas failed actions reduce outcome expectation (Atkinson,
1957; Vroom, 1964) and a person’s sense of self-efficacy (Ban-
dura, 1991; also see Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996), we predict
remaining actions increase the level of aspiration.

Strategic Focus on Completed Versus
Remaining Actions

Although individuals might not be aware that the focus on
remaining versus completed actions influences their levels of
aspiration, they can nevertheless strategically focus on information
that fits their aspiration. In particular, we predict that those who
want to move up the goal ladder will attend to remaining actions
that fit with their desire to evaluate progress, whereas those with
lower levels of aspiration will attend to completed actions that fit
with their desire to assess commitment.

People can monitor goals by considering either what they have
completed or what they still need to do to attain the goal. For
example, a student might perceive that he or she is halfway
through a reading assignment or that there is half left. Thus, the
student can strategically (although not necessarily consciously)
attend to information that increases either the incentive to carry out
the present goal level or the incentive to move up to a more
advanced reading assignment. Then, because we assume people
seek feedback that is motivating (Ashford & Cummings, 1983;
Kruglanski, 1990; Morrison, 1993; Trope & Neter, 1994), the
higher the level of aspiration, the more likely an individual should
be to attend remaining actions. For example, when someone en-
gages in a practice task in preparation for the “main” part of the
task, he or she will attend to remaining actions, but when the level
of aspiration is low—for example, when he or she already believes
that he or she is pursuing the final part of the task—he or she will
attend to completed actions.

Then to the extent that individuals’ attention corresponds to how
they choose to report their progress, someone who holds a higher
level of aspiration will tend to report remaining actions more than
someone who holds a lower level of aspiration (and vice versa for
completed actions). This pattern suggests that not only do remain-
ing actions increase the level of aspiration, but those who hold
higher levels of aspiration can strategically focus on remaining
actions to improve their self-regulation success.

Overview of Research

Five studies test the hypothesis that in a goal ladder, a focus on
remaining (vs. completed) actions increases the desire to move up
the goal ladder after completing the present goal while it decreases
the value from repeating the current goal level. Study 1 examines
whether the focus on remaining (vs. completed) academic tasks
increases college students’ eagerness to begin their careers but
decreases their satisfaction with college life. Study 2 tests for
students’ levels of aspiration when taking a foreign language class.
We predict that regardless of whether students consider past or
future coursework, a consideration of what topics they did not or
will not cover in the current class (remaining actions) increases the
ultimate level to which they aspire, compared with a consideration
of what topics they did or will cover in current class (completed
actions).

Study 3 extends these effects to an experimental task in which
participants can move up and down the goal ladder or repeat the
same level. It further assesses inferences of progress versus com-
mitment that underlie the effect on level of aspiration. Study 4
extends the results to a field experiment involving employees at
the workplace. It tests whether employees listing the tasks they
have yet to complete (vs. completed tasks) will seek to move to
more challenging roles and be less satisfied with their current
roles. Finally, Study 5 investigates whether people attend to re-
maining (vs. completed) actions when they expect to move to a
more advanced level.

Study 1: Climbing the Academic Ladder

Study 1 assesses college students’ academic experience. For
most college students, career goals are progressive; that is, stu-
dents go to college after high school and before they begin their
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careers. Thus, they can pursue their college education in prepara-
tion to move to a more advanced level of their career goal and
exhibit a high level of aspiration, or they can pursue their college
experience as an end in itself and exhibit a lower desire to move
onward.

To test whether the emphasis on remaining (vs. completed) tasks
in college increases the level of aspiration (i.e., desire to move up
to a more challenging level) while decreasing satisfaction from
pursuing tasks that repeat the current goal level, we asked under-
graduate students to elaborate on their remaining versus completed
academic tasks. Then they rated their eagerness to graduate and
begin a career and their satisfaction with their current academic
life. We predicted that when college students focused on the
remaining academic tasks, they would be more eager to finish their
degrees and begin their careers but less satisfied with their current
academic life than when they focused on completed tasks.

Method

Participants. Eighty-six undergraduate students (37 men, 49
women) participated in the experiment for monetary compensa-
tion. We recruited 41 freshmen, 26 sophomores, 14 juniors, and 5
seniors. We randomly assigned participants in each year to one of
the two experimental conditions. We conducted the study at the
beginning of the spring quarter (two thirds of the way into the
academic year). There was no effect for participants’ year in
school; therefore, we omit this factor from further analysis.

Procedure. This study employed a 2 (focus: completed vs.
remaining actions) between-subjects design, with two dependent
variables: value of current college experience and level of aspira-
tion. Participants completed an “Academic Life Survey.” The first
part of the survey manipulated the focus on completed versus
remaining academic tasks. Participants in the completed-actions
condition reported how many years they had been enrolled in
college and were asked to “take a moment to think about what you
have achieved in school so far (i.e., courses that you have com-
pleted or papers you have written) and write down at least three
things that you have achieved.” Participants in the remaining-
actions condition reported how many years they had left in college
and were asked to “take a moment to think about what is left for
you to achieve in school (i.e., courses yet to be completed or paper
left to be done) and write down at least three things that are left for
you to achieve.” Participants in both conditions listed similar tasks,
such as “junior paper for fundamentals,” “language requirement,”
and “econ core requirement.” All participants could easily list
three completed or remaining achievements.

The second part of the survey included the main dependent
variables. To measure value of pursuing current goal level, partic-
ipants indicated how satisfied they were with their undergraduate
academic life (7-point scale: 1 � not at all, 7 � very satisfied). As
a measure of participants’ level of aspiration, participants indicated
(a) how eager they were to earn a degree from school and (b) how
eager they were to begin their careers (7-point scale: 1 � not at all,
7 � very eager). These two items correspond to the two different
aspects of a high level of aspiration: a desire to complete the
present goal level and to move to a more advanced goal. We
counterbalanced the order of value and level of aspiration ques-
tions. Upon completion of the survey, an experimenter debriefed
and dismissed the participants.

Results and Discussion

In support of our prediction, participants who considered com-
pleted actions were more satisfied with their current academic life
(M � 5.26, SD � 1.35) than those who considered their remaining
actions (M � 4.63, SD � 1.49), t(84) � 2.05, p � .05. This result
suggests that emphasizing completed actions increased the value
participants derived from pursuing the academic goal (e.g., taking
more classes in college) more than emphasizing remaining actions.

We created an index of aspiration level by collapsing the two
measures of participants’ eagerness to graduate and begin their
careers (r � .44, p � .001). In support of the hypothesis, partic-
ipants who considered their remaining actions indicated a higher
level of aspiration (M � 5.09, SD � 1.55) than those who con-
sidered their completed actions (M � 4.14, SD � 1.31), t(84) �
–3.07, p � .01. These results suggest that emphasizing remaining
actions increased motivation to complete the current goal level and
move to the next level more than emphasizing completed actions.
Similar effects emerged for each item separately: eagerness to
graduate, t(84) � –3.10, p � .01, and eagerness to begin a career,
t(84) � –2.05, p � .05.

Also in support of the hypothesis, participants’ satisfaction with
continuing their academic life was negatively correlated with their
aspiration level (r � –.26, p � .05). When we controlled for the
focus manipulation (completed vs. remaining actions), the partial
correlation was still marginally significant (r � –.21, p � .058).
This finding implies that a preexisting trade-off exists between
pursuing the goal for the sake of engagement and for the sake of
moving up, which the focus manipulation did not produce.

Study 1 provides initial evidence that the focus on completed
(vs. remaining) actions increases the value of the current goal level
(academic life), but the focus on remaining (vs. completed) actions
increases the motivation to move up to the next level (i.e., graduate
and begin a career). Furthermore, we find that satisfaction from the
current goal pursuit is negatively related to the desire to move to
a more advanced level. In this study, we operationalized a higher
level of aspiration as eagerness to begin a career, which is pre-
sumably more challenging than the students’ current activities. In
line with previous research, we infer a higher level of aspiration
when people want to move up to a more challenging goal (e.g., a
more difficult maze; Jucknat, 1937). However, beginning a career
would not reflect a higher level of aspiration if pursuing that career
poses less challenge than pursuing a college degree. Although our
undergraduate student sample likely considered challenging ca-
reers (e.g., going to graduate school, getting a job at a prestigious
firm), envisioned careers could vary by the degree of challenge
relative to pursuing a college degree. Thus, in our subsequent
study, we wanted to demonstrate more clearly that a focus on
remaining (vs. completed) actions would increase not only the
desire to move to something else but specifically the desire to
move up to a more advanced goal. For this purpose, in Study 2, we
assessed level of aspiration by the ultimate level of mastery stu-
dents in a foreign language class wished to achieve. We predicted
that a focus on remaining actions would increase the desired
ultimate level of mastery more than a focus on completed actions.

Another objective of our next study is to separate the effect of
time frame from the focus on completed versus remaining actions.
The focus on completed versus remaining actions often has a
temporal dimension (Bandura & Schunk, 1981; Miller & Brick-
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man, 2004; Trope & Liberman, 2000), as actions completed to date
tend to occur in the past, whereas remaining actions are planned
for the future. However, people might also get a sense of accom-
plishment and therefore infer commitment from considering ac-
tions they will complete (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002; Zhang, Fish-
bach, & Dhar, 2007). Similarly, people can perceive lack of
progress from considering actions they did not pursue in the past
(e.g., missed opportunities). Regardless of whether people con-
sider past or future actions, representing these actions as “com-
pleted” should decrease the motivation to move up to the next goal
level compared with considering these actions as “remaining.” To
more clearly demonstrate the unique effect of the focus on remain-
ing actions, in our subsequent study, we disassociated the focus on
completed versus remaining actions from the time frame.

Study 2: Learning a Foreign Language

Participants in Study 2 were enrolled in beginner-level foreign
language courses. These courses were part of a language program
that offers five progressive courses, up to an advanced level;
hence, it presented a goal ladder. To test whether the emphasis on
remaining (vs. completed) actions increases level of aspiration
independently of the time frame, we asked participants to first
consider what materials they had covered (in the past) versus what
materials they would cover (in the future) in their current class. We
then asked those in the remaining-actions conditions to consider either
the topics they did not or would not cover in this class. Those in the
completed-actions conditions considered either the topics they had
covered or would cover in this class. Using this procedure, we were
able to separate the time frame from the focus manipulation: Partic-
ipants considered what remained for them to learn on the basis of
what topics they had not covered or would not cover in the course, or
they considered what they had accomplished on the basis of what
topics they had covered or would cover in their class.

We predicted that regardless of the past and future frame, when
participants focused on remaining actions, they would aim for a
higher level as their ultimate goal for learning the foreign language
than when they focused on completed actions.

Method

Participants. Ninety-five undergraduate students (42 men, 53
women) enrolled in the beginning-elementary level of foreign
language classes (either French or Spanish) participated in the
study around the midpoint of the course (Week 5 out of 10) in
return for a small prize.

Procedure. This study employed a 2 (time: past vs. future) �
2 (focus: completed vs. remaining actions) between-subjects de-
sign. The dependent variable was participants’ levels of aspiration
for their language education, out of five progressive levels.

Participants completed a “Language Class Survey” at the end of
class. The first part of the survey directed participants to consider
their past versus future coursework. Depending on the experimental
condition, they thought about materials they had covered (past) or
would cover (future) in their beginner’s class. The next part of the
survey manipulated the focus on completed versus remaining actions.
For the past conditions, the survey asked those in the completed-
actions condition to list two topics they had mastered in this class.
Those in the remaining-actions condition listed two topics they had

not mastered in this class. For the future conditions, participants in
the completed-actions condition listed two topics that they ex-
pected to master in this class. Those in the remaining-actions
condition listed two topics they did not expect to master in this
class. It is notable that the instructions in the remaining-actions
conditions referred to topics participants had not or would not
cover in the present class, rather than topics they had covered but
failed to master. Participants in the four conditions provided sim-
ilar responses (e.g., “pronoun placement and usage,” “past/present/
future tense,” and “oral verb conjunctions”). All participants could
easily complete this task.

As a measure of level of aspiration, participants selected the
skill level they ultimately hoped to achieve in their language: (a)
beginning elementary, (b) continuing elementary, (c) intermediate,
(d) intermediate/advanced, or (e) advanced. Upon completion of
the survey, an experimenter debriefed and dismissed the partici-
pants. Unlike our previous and later studies, this study did not
assess participants’ evaluation of their present language classes.

Results and Discussion

A Time � Focus analysis of variance yielded the predicted main
effect for focus, F(1, 91) � 5.60, p � .05 (see Figure 1). In support
of the hypothesis, regardless of the time frame (past vs. future),
when participants listed remaining topics, they selected a higher
level as their ultimate goal (M � 3.77, SD � 1.15) than they
selected when they listed completed topics (M � 3.12, SD � 1.44).
Neither a main effect of time, F(1, 94) � 1.21, p � .27, nor an
interaction (F � 1) was significant.

These findings extend the results of Study 1 to a more structured
goal ladder and with respect to another goal domain. We find that
considering remaining actions, including topics participants had
not covered and would not cover in their current level, increased
the level of aspiration compared with considering completed ac-
tions, including the topics participants had covered or would cover
in their current level. The focus on remaining versus completed
actions drives the increased level of aspiration. Moreover, we find
that people need not be aware of the goal ladder to demonstrate
these effects: The focus on remaining (vs. completed) actions
influenced the level of aspiration, even when participants were

Figure 1. Choice of an ultimate level for language class as a function of
time (past vs. future) and focus (completed vs. remaining actions; Study 2).
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unaware of the goal ladder while we solicited their response. In
addition, we find that differences in goal proximity do not drive the
effect of remaining (vs. completed) actions (Bandura & Schunk,
1981; Manderlink & Harackiewicz, 1984), as we have no reason to
assume remaining actions were more proximate than completed
actions, and if anything, the completed actions could have been
closer in time (for both past and future).

We attribute the results of Studies 1 and 2 to participants’
different goal frames. We assume a focus on remaining actions
activates a progress goal frame; that is, it increases the desire to
make progress toward goal completion and beyond. We also
assume a focus on completed actions activates a commitment goal
frame; that is, it increases the tendency to perceive present goal
level as expressing commitment (see also Koo & Fishbach, 2008).
In our next study, we tested these underlying inferences. In addi-
tion, we included a control condition to demonstrate unique effects
for the focus on completed and remaining actions.

Study 3: Advancing as a Music Reviewer

Participants in Study 3 received continuous progress feedback
while working on a task. The feedback either emphasized their
completed progress; emphasized their remaining progress; or
noted their current, specific trial (control condition). Specifically,
participants assumed the role of a music reviewer and evaluated
several unfamiliar instrumental musical pieces. Their evaluation of
each musical piece was followed by information on the portion
they had completed, the portion of the task that remained, or the
number of the next piece to be evaluated (control). After complet-
ing the initial task, participants could choose a lower, a higher, or
a similar task level for their next reviewing task. Thus, we exper-
imentally created a goal ladder in which one could move up, move
down, or repeat the same level. We predicted that monitoring
remaining (vs. completed) actions would decrease participants’
enjoyment of their initial task but increase their level of aspiration,
as reflected in their choice of a higher level review task. We further
expected the control-condition participants would fall in the mid-
dle on these measures.

Method

Participants. One hundred seventy-nine undergraduate stu-
dents (85 men, 94 women) participated in the experiment for
monetary compensation.

Procedure. This study employed a 3 (feedback: completed
progress vs. control vs. remaining progress) � 2 (measure: task
enjoyment vs. level of aspiration) between-subjects design. In a
departure from Study 1, we manipulated which measure partici-
pants completed between subjects, thus ruling out the effect of one
measurement on the other (e.g., that stating a higher level of
aspiration would influence ratings of present task enjoyment).

We recruited participants for a study entitled “Music Rating.”
They completed the entire procedure on desktop computers. Their
task was to evaluate 10 unfamiliar musical pieces. These pieces
were instrumental songs, approximately 2 min long, produced in
South Korea. Participants (all Americans) first listened to each
musical piece and then provided their evaluations on five 7-point
scales (1 � do not like it at all, bad, quiet, boring, simple; 7 � like
it a lot, good, loud, interesting, complex).

After participants evaluated each piece, they received feedback
regarding their progress on the task. Participants in the completed-
progress condition received feedback on the portion of the task
they completed (e.g., “You have completed 10% of the task”),
whereas those in the remaining-progress condition received feed-
back on the portion of the task that remained (e.g., “You have 90%
left to finish the task”). A chart that consisted of a bar containing
an arrow accompanied the verbal descriptions. The bar represented
the amount of work to goal attainment (100%), and the arrow
represented the portion of the task that was completed or remained
(10%–90%). Specifically, in the completed-progress condition, the
arrow was colored from the starting point (0%) to the portion of
the task completed (i.e., 10%, 20%, 30%, . . . , 90%). In the
remaining-progress condition, the arrow was colored from the
present portion to the end point (i.e., 90%, 80%, 70%, . . . , 10%).
Those in the control condition received feedback that indicated
their position in the sequence (i.e., “Now, you are here”). These
verbal descriptions pointed at a horizontal line that contained 10
tick marks indicating the position of 10 musical pieces. A vertical
arrow indicated the position of the next piece the participants were
about to rate (see Figure 2).

After participants completed the rating task, those in the enjoy-
ment condition indicated how much they enjoyed the task (7-point
scale: 1 � not at all, 7 � very much). The rest of the participants
in the level-of-aspiration condition chose a second (and last)
music-rating task from among three task levels: Level 1 (lower),
Level 2 (same level as the initial task), and Level 3 (higher).
Before making a choice, they read that these tasks varied in the
number of dimensions of evaluation, which would influence the
amount of time and effort they would need to invest. That is, Level
1 was described as a lower level with two dimensions, which
required less time and effort, and Level 2 was described as a level

(a) Completed progress feedback 

            

 

 

 

(b) Remaining progress feedback 

 

 

 

 

(c) Control progress feedback 

1             2            3            4             5            6            7            8            9            10

Now, you are here  

1             2            3            4             5            6            7            8            9            10

Now, you are here

70% To Go 

30% To Date 

40% To Date 

60% To Go 

Figure 2. Examples of feedback on the portion of the task completed,
remaining, and control in the music-rating task (Study 3).

6 KOO AND FISHBACH



similar to the initial task with five dimensions. Level 3 was
described as a higher level with 10 dimensions, which required
more time and effort. To minimize the perceived social desirability
of choosing a more advanced level, participants read that the
researchers currently needed participants in all three levels. They
then completed another similar task before an experimenter de-
briefed and dismissed them.

Results and Discussion

An analysis of participants’ ratings of task enjoyment yielded
the predicted effect for feedback, F(2, 86) � 3.67, p � .05 (see
Figure 3). Participants who monitored their completed progress
enjoyed the task more (M � 5.47, SD � 1.33) than those who
monitored their remaining progress (M � 4.38, SD � 1.77),
t(54) � 2.61, p � .05. In addition, task enjoyment those in the
control condition reported fell between completed- and remaining-
progress conditions (M � 5.00, SD � 1.39) and did not statistically
differ from the completed-progress condition, t(61) � 1.36, p �
.18, or from the remaining-progress condition, t(57) � –1.50, p �
.14. These results support the hypothesis that monitoring com-
pleted (vs. remaining) actions increases task enjoyment.

We conducted another analysis of participants’ choice of level
for their subsequent task. In support of the hypothesis, this analysis
revealed the effect of the feedback type, �2(4, N � 90)) � 10.65,
p � .05 (see Figure 4). Subsequent tests of proportion showed that
participants who monitored their remaining progress (83%) were
more likely to choose the higher level task (Level 3) than those
who monitored their completed progress (48%), �2(2, N � 57) �
8.42, p � .05. The proportion of the higher level choice by those
in the control condition (64%) fell in the middle of remaining- and
completed-progress conditions and did not statistically differ from
the remaining-progress condition, �2(2, N � 61) � 2.58, p � .27,
or from the completed-progress condition, �2(2, N � 62) � 4.25,
p � .12. These results support the hypothesis that monitoring
remaining (vs. completed) actions increases the level of aspiration.
Finally, we found no systematic difference in the evaluations of the
10 musical pieces in the initial task across three feedback condi-
tions (Fs � 1).

It is interesting to note that few participants chose to stay on the
same level as the initial task (Level 2). As a result, those who
chose not to go up ended up going down the goal ladder (rather
than repeating the same level). We attribute this result to partici-

pants’ desire to try something new at the next opportunity. The
desire to try something new is orthogonal to an individual’s level
of aspiration. Thus, an emphasis on remaining actions increased
the desire to move up to a more advanced task, whereas across all
conditions, we observe a similarly strong desire to complete a
different variation of the previous task.

A Follow-Up Study: Completed and Remaining
Actions Induce Different Goal Frames

To assess the effect of the emphasis on completed versus re-
maining actions on how people frame their goal pursuits, another
group of participants indicated the degree to which they inferred
task value and need for progress from monitoring their actions. We
predicted that participants would infer a greater task value (hence
commitment) when we had them monitor completed (vs. remain-
ing) actions and a greater need for progress when we had them
monitor remaining (vs. completed) actions.

Participants in the follow-up study (49 undergraduate students:
23 men, 26 women, sampled from the same population) completed
the same music-rating task as did the main-study participants in
one of two conditions (completed vs. remaining progress). After
completing 50% of the task (five musical pieces) and receiving
five pieces of progress feedback, participants completed two mea-
sures of underlying inferences. First, they indicated the extent to
which completing half of the task (or having half of the task left,
in the remaining-progress condition) told them something about
the value of engaging in the task (7-point scale: 1 � strongly
disagree, 7 � strongly agree). Second, they indicated the extent to
which completing half of the task (or having half of the task left,
in the remaining-progress condition) made them satisfied with
their rate of progress on the task (7-point scale: 1 � strongly
disagree, 7 � strongly agree). Lower scores on this second item
indicate a greater desire to make progress. We counterbalanced the
order of the measures.

An analysis of participants’ responses revealed they more likely
inferred task value when they monitored completed actions (M �
3.61, SD � 1.70) than when they monitored remaining actions
(M � 2.57, SD � 1.36), t(47) � 2.29, p � .05. In addition, they
were less satisfied with their rate of progress when they monitored
remaining actions (M � 4.81, SD � 1.21) than when they moni-

Figure 3. Task enjoyment as a function of completed progress, control,
and remaining progress feedback (Study 3).

Figure 4. Choice of a subsequent task level as a function of completed
progress, control, and remaining progress feedback (Study 3).
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tored completed actions (M � 5.54, SD � 1.07), t(47) � 2.22, p �
.05 (we infer perceived need for progress by lower satisfaction;
e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1998). These findings suggest that contin-
uous feedback on completed actions induces a commitment goal
frame, whereas continuous feedback on remaining actions induces
a progress goal frame.

Taken together, the results of the main part of Study 3 extend
our previous results by showing that feedback emphasizing re-
maining actions (vs. completed actions) increases people’s moti-
vation to move to a more advanced task but decreases the value
from engaging in the present task. The findings from the follow-up
study further provide evidence for the underlying inferences from
monitoring completed versus remaining actions; that is, an empha-
sis on completed actions signaled the current goal was more
valuable, which posed a commitment frame of goals, whereas the
emphasis on remaining actions signaled a need for progress, which
posed a progress frame of goals.

Our findings have implications for level of aspiration in the
workplace: The degree of challenge employees seek. Level of
aspiration and satisfaction with a current role are two sources of
motivation in the workplace (e.g., Locke, Shaw, Saari, & Latham,
1981; Staw, 1984). Research typically assumes that aspiration
levels and satisfaction are positively related and jointly contribute
to better performance; however, this assumption has not been
tested. In contrast, we predict a trade-off between level of aspira-
tion and satisfaction from a present role, resulting from the trade-
off between valuing moving up versus repeating a similar level.
Thus, when employees view their roles in terms of making
progress and value climbing up the career ladder (e.g., “I work on
this project to move up to do something better”), they will be less
satisfied with their current roles but will express a high aspiration
level. However, when employees view their roles in terms of
expressing their commitment, and their incentive is to maintain
their present goal engagement (e.g., “I work on this project be-
cause I like it”), they will be more satisfied with their current roles
and find their current level of aspiration sufficient. We test these
predictions in our next study.

Study 4: Climbing the Professional Ladder

We conducted Study 4 as a field experiment at an advertising
agency. Participants were employees at the agency. They listed
either what they had achieved in their role since they joined the
firm (completed actions) or what they had yet to achieve at the
firm (remaining actions). Then they indicated their motivation to
move on to more challenging roles (aspiration level) and their level
of satisfaction with their current roles. We predicted that when
employees focused on remaining actions, they would be less
satisfied with their current roles and more interested in moving on
to more challenging roles than when they focused on what they
had achieved.

Method

Participants. Sixty-six current employees (39 men, 27
women) who had worked for over a year at a South Korean
advertising agency (Publicis Welcomm) participated in the study
(average age � 31 years). They constituted approximately 90% of
the total number of employees in the agency. We did not include

new employees because they would have difficulty listing com-
pleted or remaining accomplishments. The average duration of
employment at the agency was 4.21 years (SD � 3.34 years) and
was similar in both conditions (t � 1).

Participants’ professions were as follows: 28 account execu-
tives, 19 art directors/copywriters/producers, 13 media buyers/
planners, and 6 marketers/human resources managers. Their posi-
tions were as follows: 3 managers, 12 senior officers, 12 junior
officers, and 39 associates. We randomly assigned participants to
the two experimental conditions within each profession and each
position to reduce the variance due to these variables.

Procedure. This study employed a 2 (focus: completed vs.
remaining actions) between-subjects design. The main dependent
variables were participants’ levels of aspiration and satisfaction
with current roles. Participants completed a survey titled “Wel-
comm Work Motivation Survey” (translated from Korean) during
the first week of January. To minimize any demand effect, partic-
ipants were assured that their responses were anonymous and
would not be shared with anyone in their organization.

The first part of the survey asked participants in both conditions
to describe their roles in one sentence. Their responses included,
for example, “day-to-day client correspondence” and “advertising
production planning.” The next open-ended question manipulated
the focus on completed actions versus remaining actions. Partici-
pants in the completed-actions condition took a moment to think
about what they had achieved in their roles since joining Publicis
Welcomm (e.g., projects or campaigns they had completed) and to
write down, in detail, three things. Participants in the remaining-
actions condition took a moment to think about what they planned
to achieve but had not yet accomplished since joining Publicis
Welcomm (e.g., projects or campaigns yet to be completed) and to
write down three things. Participants in both conditions listed
similar things, such as “HP PSG campaign: print and online ad
production,” “KTF Drama campaign and promotion,” and
“launching of a new brand of Samsung car (QM5).” All partici-
pants could list three tasks.

Next, to measure satisfaction with present tasks, participants
rated their agreement with (a) “In general, I am satisfied with my
current tasks/projects”; (b) “I enjoy my current tasks/projects”; and
(c) “Considering every aspect (from my current tasks to firm
culture), I am satisfied with the overall work experiences at Pub-
licis Welcomm.” To measure level of aspiration, participants also
rated their agreement with (a) “I desire to move on to more
challenging tasks/projects”; (b) “I want to move to a different team
with more challenging task/projects”; and (c) “Compared with the
task/projects in the last year, next year, I feel I should choose and
achieve more challenging goals or tasks.” All ratings were made
on 7-point scales (1 � strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree). We
counterbalanced the order of six questions on aspiration and sat-
isfaction.

We assume a trade-off exists between the amount of challenge
a project offers and the ease with which an employee could handle
it. To assess how participants resolve this trade-off, the survey also
asked them to indicate “what projects or tasks they would rather
work on in the upcoming year” (1 � less challenging and easier
than my current ones, 7 � more challenging and difficult than my
current ones).

8 KOO AND FISHBACH



Results and Discussion

First, we collapsed participants’ satisfaction ratings (� � .79)
and aspiration level ratings (� � .64) into separate indexes. In
support of the hypothesis, participants who focused on completed
tasks were more satisfied with their current roles (M � 4.84, SD �
1.21) than were those who focused on their remaining tasks (M �
4.28, SD � 0.95), t(64) � 2.02, p � .05. In contrast, participants
who focused on their remaining tasks indicated a higher level of
aspiration (M � 5.47, SD � 0.99) than did those who focused on
completed tasks (M � 4.88, SD � 0.85), t(64) � –2.58, p � .01.

The satisfaction index was further negatively correlated with
the aspiration index (r � –.30, p � .05). When we controlled
for the focus manipulation (completed vs. remaining actions),
the partial correlation was marginally significant (r � –.24, p �
.05). This reverse relationship between satisfaction with current
roles and level of aspiration is consistent with the results of
Study 1. We assume the focus on completed actions, which
increases satisfaction from the present role, increases the desire
to repeat this role next year, whereas the focus on remaining
actions increases the desire to move up to a different (more
challenging) role next year.

We also analyzed participants’ ratings of how they resolve the
conflict between challenge and comfort. In support of the hypoth-
esis, those who focused on remaining tasks indicated they would
rather—in spite of the increased difficulty—work on more chal-
lenging tasks next year (M � 5.86, SD � 1.04) than those who
focused on completed tasks (M � 5.03, SD � 1.19), t(64) � –2.87,
p � .01.

Overall, these results extend the previous findings to a real-
world setting and with respect to actual employees’ aspiration
level toward more challenging roles and satisfaction level with
their current roles. We find that emphasizing remaining actions
increases employees’ motivation to move up, whereas emphasiz-
ing completed actions increases their satisfaction with their present
roles, which accounts for a low desire to move up.

Thus far, our studies examine whether the focus on com-
pleted versus remaining actions influences whether people
value (and wish to repeat) the current goal level versus moving
up to a higher level of aspiration. We assume that these foci
play an instrumental role in promoting self-regulation toward
repeating the same goal versus advancing to a more advanced
goal. In the final study, we examine whether people attend to
remaining (vs. completed) actions to motivate themselves to
advance to the next goal.

Study 5: Strategic Progress Monitoring

Study 5 examines whether people monitor their progress in
terms of remaining (vs. completed) actions when they prepare to
advance to the next level. We assume that attending to the portion
of actions remaining is functional for moving up the goal ladder,
and therefore, people will strategically monitor their progress in
terms of remaining actions when they expect to advance. Specif-
ically, participants completed a lexical task, which we framed as
either a practice for the main task (high aspiration level) or the
main task itself (low aspiration level). After participants completed
half of the task, they reported their progress. We predicted that
when the aspiration level was high (vs. low), participants would

prefer to report their progress in terms of remaining actions (e.g.,
“I have three more trials”) than completed actions (e.g., “I have
completed three trials”).

Method

Participants. Sixty-eight undergraduate students (30 men, 38
women) participated in the experiment for monetary compensa-
tion.

Procedure. This study employed a 2 (task type: practice vs.
main) between-subjects design. The dependent variable was par-
ticipants’ reports of their progress. We conducted the experiment
in individual sessions in a quiet room in which the experimenter
could watch the participant unobtrusively through a glass window.
Participants completed a study titled “twist text task,” and they
received the instructions on a desktop computer. The instructions
read that as part of the twist text task, participants would rearrange
the letters in several letter strings to form four different words of
three or more letters each. For each word, they should not repeat
letters or include any letter not in the set of letters. To help
participants understand the task, the instructions included an ex-
ample: “If the set of letters was ‘E I U D L T,’ then ‘TIE,’ ‘LIT’
or ‘DILUTE’ would be some possible solutions, whereas ‘DID’
(repeat letters), ‘IT’ (too short), and ‘DOLT’ (‘O’ is not in the set
of letters) would not.”

To manipulate participants’ aspiration level, in the high-
aspiration-level condition, the task was defined as a “practice,”
which would be followed up by the main task. The written instruc-
tion was to work on six practice trials printed on paper before
moving to the real part of the twist text task on the desktop
computer. In contrast, in the low-aspiration-level condition, the
task was to complete six trials of the text twist task printed on
paper. When the task was framed as practice, participants expected
to move to a more advanced level (main part) after completing
their practice trials. However, when the task was framed as a main
task, participants did not expect to move to the next level. Exper-
imenters placed the paper-and-pencil task beside the computer.
Each trial was printed on a separate page, so participants had to
turn over a page to move to the next trial. The letter strings on each
trial were identical across “practice” and “main” tasks.

To measure whether participants spontaneously attended to
completed versus remaining actions, when participants completed
half the trials (i.e., when they just finished the third trial), an
experimenter, who was unobtrusively watching them, interrupted
the study, asking, “Where are you now on the trials?” It is notable
that we conducted the experiment using a self-explanatory com-
puter program; thus, none of the participants expected the exper-
imenter to interact with them to deliver the second, “main” part of
the experiment. The experimenter recorded the progress reports the
participants provided, and a coder (who was blind to the hypoth-
esis) later coded and classified the reports into two categories:
completed actions (e.g., “I’ve done three,” “I’m halfway through”)
and remaining actions (e.g., “there’re three more,” “I’ve half left”).
Upon the completion of the six trials, participants returned to the
computer screen and provided demographic information. Then
those in the practice condition learned there was no second part,
and they were all debriefed and dismissed.
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Results and Discussion

Eight participants (five from the “practice” task and three from
the “main” task) provided ambiguous progress reports (neither
completed nor remaining actions; e.g., “I am with this one”), and
we removed their data from further analysis, leaving us with 60
participants. Nine participants (four from the “practice” condition
and five from the “main” condition) provided information on both
completed and remaining actions. In these cases, we coded only
their first response. The total number of correct solutions per trial
was similar for the practice-task (M � 4.05, SD � 0.94) and
main-task (M � 4.09, SD � 1.33) conditions, suggesting that
participants in the practice task were not taking it less seriously.
For most of the trials (85.7%), participants followed the instruction
to generate at least four words per trial.

To test our hypotheses, we analyzed participants’ progress re-
ports as a function of task type (practice vs. main). The dependent
variable received a value of 1 if the report included completed
actions and 0 otherwise. In support of the hypothesis, a logistic
regression on the progress reports yielded the predicted effect of
task type (� � – 1.38, Wald’s �2 � 6.29, p � .05). Subsequent
tests of proportion showed that participants in the practice-task
condition were more likely to report remaining (vs. completed)
actions (65%) than were those in the main-task condition (31%),
�2(1, N � 60) � 6.55, p � .01.

These results support the prediction that people spontaneously
monitor their remaining (vs. completed) actions when they expect
to move to a more advanced level. Participants who worked on
practice trials were progressing toward the next goal level; they
thought about the task as a stage they needed to complete to
advance. Because their focus was on moving up, they attended to
remaining actions, which increased the desire to progress. In
contrast, those who worked on the main task tended to focus on
completed trials, which increased their task commitment. We can
conclude that in the course of self-regulation, people attend to
information that is more relevant to the source of their motivation:
making progress and moving on or engaging in the focal task.

General Discussion

Previous goal research documents the importance of focusing on
a goal end state to secure goal pursuit (Brehm & Self, 1989;
Carver, Lawrence, & Scheier, 1999; Heath, Larrick, & Wu, 1999;
Higgins, 1987; Locke & Latham, 1990), an idea best captured in
the saying “keep the eye on the prize.” But whereas previous
literature explored how emphasizing remaining distance to a goal
increases motivation to reach that goal, the current article inves-
tigates whether the focus on remaining actions and goal progress
can further increase people’s levels of aspiration beyond their
present goal. In addition, we explore the motivational cost of the
focus on making progress on a goal: It lowers the intrinsic value
from engaging in a present goal.

We explore these effects in a series of progressive goals that
form a goal ladder. In a goal ladder, the incentive to pursue a
present goal can come from the possibility of moving up to the
next level, and then people express a high level of aspiration
(Kruglanski, 1975; Lewin et al., 1944). Alternatively, the incentive
to pursue a present goal can come from engaging in it, regardless
of whether it allows one to move to something more advanced

(Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991). These different incentives pose
a trade-off, such that the more the present goal serves to move
ahead, the less it serves as a source of value in itself. We predicted
that how people resolve the trade-off would depend on how they
monitor progress. Monitoring remaining actions signals a need for
progress, such that people value moving forward and express a
high level of aspiration. In contrast, monitoring completed actions
signals that the current goal is valuable, such that people feel
committed to engage in the goal and express a lower interest in
advancing to a higher level of goal pursuit.

Our results across five studies support these predictions. In
Study 1, we found that elaborating on remaining (vs. completed)
academic tasks increased undergraduate participants’ eagerness to
begin their careers but decreased their satisfaction with their
present college academic life. In Study 2, we found that students in
a foreign language course who elaborated on topics they had not
covered or would not cover in their current course level (remaining
topics) expressed higher levels of aspiration compared with those
who elaborated on topics they had covered or would cover in that
course (completed topics). In Study 3, in the context of evaluating
novel musical pieces, we found that feedback on the remaining (vs.
completed) portion of a task increased the likelihood of choosing
to work on a more advanced task subsequently but decreased the
enjoyment from the initial rating task. Participants’ interest in
moving up, rather than switching to a somewhat different task,
drove this effect. Study 4 was a field experiment involving em-
ployees at an advertising company. We found that when employ-
ees considered what they had yet to achieve (vs. what they had
already achieved), they were motivated to move on to new, more
challenging roles but experienced decreased satisfaction from their
current roles. Finally, participants in Study 5 strategically sought
information on the remaining (vs. completed) portion of the task
when they expected to move to a more advanced level. Individuals
appear to attend to information that matches their level of aspira-
tion and that can best help them maintain their motivation to
progress or not on a goal ladder.

Across these studies, we find further evidence for the negative
relationship between level of aspiration and the value of a present
goal level. Thus, in the trade-off between moving up and repeating
the present level for the next task, remaining actions signal a need
for progress, and people pursue a present goal to complete it and
progress to the next one. Conversely, completed actions signal
goal commitment, and people wish to repeat the present goal,
which is rewarding in itself.

Our previous research finds that when a goal action signals
commitment, people tend to pursue additional congruent actions
that highlight pursuit of this goal. In contrast, when the same
action signals goal progress, people balance for the progress on the
goal by pursuing incongruent actions that promote other goals
(Fishbach et al., 2006; Koo & Fishbach, 2008). The current find-
ings have several important implications for that framework. First,
we identify one factor that activates these distinct goal frames:
Monitoring completed actions signals commitment and monitoring
upcoming actions signals a need for progress. Second, our research
identifies behavioral patterns of highlighting and balancing in a
series of goals that forms a goal ladder. Previous research shows
these patterns when a person holds multiple goals that compete
with one another (e.g., saving and spending; Dhar & Simonson,
1999). When multiple goals are at stake, highlighting implies
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staying on the same focal goal, and balancing implies switching to
a different goal. In contrast, in the context of a goal ladder,
highlighting implies staying on the same level of goal pursuit (or
even stepping down, as in Study 3), and balancing implies com-
pleting the present level and moving up the goal ladder. Thus,
balancing is associated with a higher level of aspiration.

Implications for Motivation Theory

We arrived at our hypotheses and interpreted our findings within
the framework put forth by research on the dynamics of self-
regulation and, in particular, the notion that goal pursuits signal
either commitment to or progress on that goal (Fishbach & Dhar,
2005; Fishbach et al., 2006; Koo & Fishbach, 2008). However,
these findings have further implications for other theories on
motivation and, to promote cumulative progress in research on
goals and motivation beyond any single theoretical framework, we
specify these implications here.

Discrepancy theory. A major conclusion from motivation
research is that discrepancies increase motivation (e.g., Carver &
Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1987; Klinger, 1975; Locke & Latham,
1990; Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960; Oettingen, 1996). For
example, research on the goal gradient effect attests that humans
(and animals) expend more effort as they approach a salient goal
end state (Förster, Higgins, & Idson, 1998; Hull, 1932; Kivetz et
al., 2005), and research on the energization model attests that
people mobilize effort in proportion to the perceived difficulty of
meeting the upcoming goal (Brehm & Self, 1989; Wright &
Brehm, 1989). Related to this point, research on symbolic self-
completion theory suggests that discrepancies (or lack of accom-
plishments) increase motivation mainly when the task is relevant
to self-definition (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). Other research
further addresses the function of discrepancies, suggesting that
people strategically consider discrepancies to motivate goal pur-
suit. Specifically, research on mental contrasting finds that people
compare expectations of a positive future with negative aspects of
present reality to increase their motivation to act (Oettingen, Pak,
& Schnetter, 2001). In addition, research on implementation in-
tentions (Gollwitzer, 1999) and current concerns (Klinger, 1987)
demonstrate that holding a goal end state will increase motivation
to form specific plans to meet that goal. According to these
models, awareness of the discrepancy elicits planning processes
that allow smooth self-regulation toward the goal.

But it is notable that whereas discrepancies increase motivation, the
focus on the amount of progress individuals have achieved was also
shown to increase motivation. Specifically, the focus on completed
actions increases a person’s sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1991)
and expectancy of goal attainment (Atkinson, 1957; Heckhausen,
1977; Vroom, 1964), which in turn increases goal pursuit. Accord-
ingly, research that compares these two foci—on completed versus
remaining actions—identified variables that determine when each
focus is more motivating (Koo & Fishbach, 2008).

In contrast with previous research, we ask how monitoring a
present goal in terms of completed versus remaining actions (i.e.,
discrepancies) influences what a person aspires to subsequently.
For example, whereas research on implementation intentions
(Gollwitzer, 1999) and the energization model (Brehm & Self,
1989) explored how the focus on discrepancies motivates self-
regulation toward meeting these goals, we ask which goal a person

will choose after the original goal is met. We find that the focus on
remaining (vs. completed) actions leads people to choose a more
challenging level for their next goal. In a way, this effect is ironic,
because people are more willing to commit to a higher challenge
when they reflect on actions that are still missing to meet the
present challenge than if they consider what they have already
achieved. We attribute this pattern to individuals’ focus on making
progress beyond the present goal.

Goal setting. Our findings have implications for research on
goal setting. Two distinct stages for self-regulation exist: goal
setting and goal striving (e.g., Bagozzi, 1992; Heckhausen &
Gollwitzer, 1987; Oettingen et al., 2001). Goal striving is set into
motion once goal setting is completed, that is, once a person
identifies a goal he or she would like to pursue (Austin & Van-
couver, 1996; Carver & Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1997; Oettingen &
Gollwitzer, 2001). The effectiveness of goal striving would then
depend on several factors, for example, the person’s affective
monitoring system (Carver & Scheier, 1998) and whether he or she
is able to identify subgoals to spur movement (Anderson & Doug-
lass, 2001; Bandura & Schunk, 1981; Locke & Latham, 1990). But
prior to goal striving, people need to choose certain goals, and
several variables affect which goals they are more likely to set for
themselves. For example, a person may choose goals implicitly
associated with positive affect (Custers & Aarts, 2005), goals that
fulfill some basic needs (e.g., the need to belong; Baumeister &
Leary, 1995), goals close family members hold for the individual
(Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003), and contagious goals the person
infers from observing others (Aarts, Gollwitzer, & Hassin, 2004).

This research on goal setting has seen little formal attempt to
study people’s level of aspiration. In a goal ladder, when each goal
enables a person to move to a more advanced goal, we ask which
goal levels people set for themselves. This question is separate
from why the individual chose a certain goal domain in the first
place. For example, rather than asking why some individuals
decide to learn a new language, we ask what level of mastery they
aspire to achieve (e.g., conversational vs. fluent); or rather than
asking why some individuals play an instrument, we wish to shed
light on the level of expertise these individuals wish to achieve
(e.g., amateur vs. professional). In this research, we thus wish to
explore the variables that influence the level of goal pursuit indi-
viduals set for themselves.

Intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation. Finally, our findings
have implications for research on extrinsic versus intrinsic motivation
(Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kruglanski, 1975; Ryan, Sheldon, Kasser, &
Deci, 1996; Shah & Kruglanski, 2000). Research and theory on
intrinsic motivation address the reward systems for pursuing different
actions. They suggest that for some actions, the reward is external and
contingent on successful completion of the action, whereas for other
actions, the reward is internal and an inherent part of engaging in the
action. For example, whereas some people pursue their jobs only to
receive social and monetary rewards, they pursue their hobbies be-
cause they enjoy them. Whereas the former, job-related tasks are
extrinsically motivating, the latter, hobby-related tasks are intrinsi-
cally motivating (Shah & Kruglanski, 2000).

In a similar manner, we argue that individuals in a progress
frame are oriented toward completing the goal and moving up the
goal ladder more than those in a commitment frame; thus, their
interest in the goal can be viewed as more extrinsic, as it is a
necessary step to move up. In contrast, those in a commitment
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frame are less concerned with goal completion and monitoring
their progress; thus, their interest in the goal can be seen as more
intrinsic. However, the effects of goal frames are distinct from
extrinsic versus intrinsic motivations. In particular, progress-
oriented individuals wish to move up and increase the level of
challenge rather than receive the external rewards and disengage
from the goal; hence, their motivation is not purely extrinsic.
Although these individuals may be extrinsically motivated to pur-
sue the present step in the goal ladder, which only serves to move
them to the next step, they might still have an intrinsic interest in
the goal domain in general. Indeed, consistent with our analysis,
research by Dweck and colleagues (Dweck & Leggett, 1988;
Elliott & Dweck, 1988) finds that when people hold learning goals
(to increase their competence), they seek more challenges than
when they hold performance goals (to master their performance on
a particular topic). In general, then, whereas a higher level of
aspiration can create effects similar to extrinsic motivation, those
who exhibit higher levels of aspiration are intrinsically motivated
to climb the goal ladder and seek value from making progress and
increasing the level of challenge in a particular goal domain.
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