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“What keeps me going is goals”
— Muhammad Ali

“A goal is not always meant to be reached; it often
serves simply as something to aim at.”
—Bruce Lee

Goal pursuit is ubiquitous in our everyday life. As the
quotes above suggest, goals can keep us going and can
provide something to aim at; they guide our actions, big and
small. Indeed, goal pursuit can be considered as the
cornerstone of human behaviour. It is no surprise, then, that
psychologists have been interested in goal pursuit, which has
been studied from multiple angles and approaches. Despite,
or perhaps because of, these multiple angles, the literature on
goal pursuit is fragmented. In this paper, we review and
integrate different components of goal pursuit into one
unified model. We define a goal as a cognitive representation
of a desired end state that a person is committed to attain
(Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018; see also Elliot & Fryer,
2008).
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There are currently a multitude of theories, models,
and constructs that seek to explain the process of goal
pursuit and how to maximize goal attainment (e.g.,
rubicon model of action phases, Gollwitzer, 1990;
Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987; expectancy-value
theory, Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002;
control theory, Carver & Scheier, 1982; integrative
model of self-control; Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015; goal
systems theory, Kruglanski et al., 2002). The problem
with existing models, however, is twofold: (1) they
tend to focus on certain aspects of goal pursuit in
isolation (e.g., goal setting), while overlooking others
(e.g., goal striving), and (2) they often ascribe to a
particular theoretical lens, while often ignoring other,
and likely complementary, theories, constructs, and
models. We propose a more holistic, integrative model
of goal pursuit that builds on existing models
(including the rubicon model of action phases,
Gollwitzer, 1990, and the cybernetic model of self-
regulation, Carver & Scheier, 1982) and incorporates
evidence from a variety of theories (e.g., those
mentioned above) and perspectives in psychology (e.g.,
social,  personality, cognition, developmental,
neuroscience). In this integrative model of goal pursuit
(see Figure 1), we aim to explain the process of goal
pursuit from inception to attainment (or abandonment),
as well as address the influence of the broader social
context and the dynamics that may arise when pursuing
multiple goals.
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Figure 1. Integrative Model of Goal Pursuit.

Note: Although temptations/obstacles originate outside of the goal pursuit process, they can also be influenced
(reduced) by planning. *Sometimes temptations/obstacles raise the alarm, but other times if they are strong
they actually activate a competing goal, switching the self-regulation process to focus on another goal.

Self-Regulation

At the most basic level, we propose that goal pursuit
is a feedback loop consisting of goal setting, goal
striving, and progress (Carver & Scheier, 1982). That
is, people set goals that then become the reference value
or standard against which behaviour is evaluated.
Indeed, the process of goal pursuit is creating a
discrepancy between the present and desired state (i.e.,
goal setting), which is then reduced through action
(goal striving). In line with prior theories, we term this
broad process of setting standards, acting to reduce
discrepancies, and monitoring outcome as self-
regulation (Inzlicht et al., 2021; Milyavskaya et al.,
2019).

Goal Setting and Activation

Goal Setting. The first phase of self-regulation is
deciding on what goal to pursue. This is done by
considering the value of the outcome (i.e., how

desirable it is), along with the expected likelihood of
reaching that outcome (termed expectancy, or
feasibility; Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles & Wigfield,
2002; Lewin et al., 1944). The value of an outcome is a
subjective consideration representing a calculation that
involves multiple inputs, such as the incentives or
objective outcomes of attaining the goal, the value of
the process, and the costs involved in goal pursuit and
attainment (Gollwitzer, 1990; Eccles et al., 1983). For
example, if Mark is deciding whether to set the goal of
getting an A in his math class, he might consider the
longer-term benefits of getting the A for his future
career aspirations, the reaction of his parents, the
amount of work that would go into the process, how
much he likes or dislikes the subject, and the
implications of getting an A (versus not) for his self-
concept. Importantly, even the same objective
outcomes likely have different values to different
people (one person may value a $1,000 bonus a lot
more than someone else, which is a demonstration of
utility value). Feasibility refers to the subjective
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expectation of success, which is influenced both by
perceptions of self-efficacy and of task demands
(Bandura 1997; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). In the above
example, Mark might consider his previous math
achievement, his beliefs about his own competence
(both generally and specifically in math), as well as
how difficult he expects this class to be (based on what
he heard from other students, or from the expectations
laid out by the teacher at the start of the year). What
distinguishes a goal from a wish or fantasy is one’s
commitment to attaining the desired outcome
(Gollwitzer, 1990;  Oettingen, 1996, 1999).
Commitment can be defined as the “attachment to or
determination to reach a goal” (Locke, Latham, & Erez,
1988), and is based in part on the outcome of weighing
value and expectancy (Gollwitzer, 1990). Extensive
research, predominantly in organizational psychology,
has empirically examined these predictors of
commitment, finding that both expectancy, value, and
their product predict commitment (Klein et al., 1999).
Based on our definition of a goal as a cognitive
representation that involves commitment, we argue that
a desired end-state has to be consciously endorsed to
become a goal. That is, at some point a person needs to
think “this is what I want to pursue”. Furthermore,
commitment is not a simple dichotomy where people
either affirm their commitment or not (e.g., “yes, [ am
committed” or “no, I am not”). Rather, the amount of
commitment a person has can vary, as its strength is
largely determined based on relative comparisons, thus
leading to shifts in goal pursuit. Commitment to a given
goal can also wax and wane over time, often based on
the value or presence of competing goals (e.g., Orehek
etal., 2011). For example, Mark typically is committed
to living a healthy lifestyle, which includes getting the
recommended eight hours of sleep each night.
However, when Mark has a deadline looming for an
assignment, his commitment to his sleeping goal may
be reduced as his commitment to finishing his
assignment before the deadline increases.

Theoretical and empirical work on goal setting has
predominantly focused on the properties of the goals
that people set, and how these properties influence goal
pursuit and attainment (for an overview, see Austin &
Vancouver, 1996). For example, goal setting theory
(Locke & Latham 1990, 2006) is built on accumulated
evidence that specific, difficult goals lead to better
performance than easier, abstract, or ‘do your best’
goals. Similarly, self-determination theory proposes
that one’s motivation matters, such that self-concordant
goals that are in line with personal interests and values
are more likely to be attained than self-discrepant goals

that are alien to the self (Sheldon & Elliott; 1998,
1999). Other theoretically relevant properties of goals
include approach-avoidance motivation (Elliot, 1999),
learning-performance (Elliott & Dweck, 1988),
extrinsic-intrinsic  (Kasser & Ryan, 1996), and
promotion-prevention (Higgins, 1997). To date, there
have been relatively few attempts at integrating these
various properties, with most of this research focusing
on investigating two properties or theories at a time
(e.g., Kozlowski & Bell, 2006; Seijts et al., 2001;
Vaughn, 2017; Werner et al., 2018). A full discussion
of these potential integrations is outside the scope of
this paper.

Although goal setting and commitment is a personal
endeavour, often the goals that a person pursues are
first suggested to them or imposed on them by others
(e.g., a supervisor, teacher, parent, spouse, peer). In
these cases, however, there are still multiple options.
The person can accept the goal as is, adjust it (including
adjusting the difficulty or deciding to delay it), or give
up on the goal altogether. If they accept the goal, the
reasons for pursuing it might remain completely exter-
nal, or they may internalize the goal by adding new
sources of value stemming from personal interests
(Grolnick et al., 1997; Ryan & Deci, 2017). For exam-
ple, a child told to clean up her room may eventually
internalize this process by deriving pleasure from hav-
ing a clean room, beyond the value of pleasing her par-
ents. This process involves adding additional internal
sources of value (e.g., the moral self; Kochanska, 2002)
or reinterpreting the outcomes to attach additional ben-
efits to them, thereby generating greater commitment
to the goal and ultimately improving goal pursuit.

Goal Activation. Once a person decides on a goal
that they will pursue, this goal, along with its associated
properties, is encoded and stored in memory. A goal
that is currently activated directs behaviour and is
strengthened the longer it stays active. If another goal
needs to be prioritized (more on how this happens
later), the original goal fades into the background and
can get retrieved, or activated again later. Research and
theory on goal-directed cognition has examined the
cognitive underpinnings of how these processes occurs
(Altmann & Trafton, 2002; Anderson et al., 2004). In
our model, we include goal activation together with
goal setting, as both cases (when a goal is first
set/decided on, and when it is later retrieved and
activated) represent how a goal becomes active in
directing behaviour, leading to the other steps in the
model (i.e., goal striving or planning). Furthermore,
even though during goal setting a desired end-state has
to be consciously endorsed to become a goal,
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subsequent activation of this goal can occur outside of
awareness (Chartrand & Bargh, 2002; Marien et
al.,2012). And although during goal setting the goal is
imbued with specific characteristics or properties, we
argue that when a goal is subsequently activated these
properties can shift somewhat. That is, a goal, when re-
activated, can be appraised as more or less difficult,
self-concordant, promotion oriented, etc., than when
the goal was first set. For example, Mark may first
perceive his goal of getting an A in math class as
difficult, and want to reach it to outperform his peers
(i.e., a performance goal; Elliott & Dweck, 1998), but
after a particularly engaging lesson he may reappraise
the goal as easier, more interesting and personally
relevant. This can occur because goals are cognitive
structures (Kruglanski, 1996), and are linked to other
cognitive structures that can change based on new
experiences that lead to shifts in their content. That is,
Mark’s cognitive representation of his goal of getting
an A in math class may change based on shifts in his
cognitive representation of math from boring to fun,
which would result in additional links between the math
goal and other cognitive concepts related to fun.

Goal Striving

Once a goal is decided on, goal striving is where the
person takes actions to bring themselves closer to the
desired end state. This has been termed the actional
phase in the rubicon model (Gollwitzer, 1990). Goal
striving is a broad category that encompasses all actions
that directly or indirectly move a person closer towards
their goal or which the person thinks will move them
towards their goal (sometimes called means or
subgoals; Kruglanski et al., 2002). For example, if
Mark is trying to lose weight, he might go to the gym,
refuse a piece of cake offered to him by his co-worker,
eat a salad for lunch, pass by a baked goods store
without noticing it, purchase new workout clothes, or
ask his partner to refrain from buying junk food. Note
that Mark eating a salad is considered goal striving
even if the salad is unhealthy, as long as Mark believes
that his actions are helping him attain the goal.
Additionally, these actions do not necessarily have to
be performed by Mark himself— for example, if his
spouse does not buy junk food, this still helps Marks’
goals (more on the role of others below).

Effort. One important discussion in the literature
concerns the extent to which goal striving requires
conscious effort. Effort can be defined as “the
mobilization of (mental or physical) resources to carry

out behaviour” (Gendolla & Wright, 2009). It is
frequently considered as costly (but see Inzlicht et al.,
2018, for discussion of when effort can be considered
as intrinsically valuable). Importantly, there exists a
distinction between objective and subjective effort, as
people are frequently unaware of the amount of effort
they are exerting (Marcora, 2009; Steele, 2020). We
argue that some effort is always needed for goal
progress to occur, although this effort may or may not
be subjectively perceived. In many cases, individuals
recognize that they are exerting effort, and self-report
measures of effort strongly predict making greater goal
progress (Sheldon & Elliott; 1998; Werner et al., 2016).
Other research, however, argues that goal pursuit and
self-regulation can unfold effortlessly or automatically
(Gillebaart & deRidder, 2015; Fujita, 2011). In such
cases, the person may either be unaware of the
increased effort they are exerting (e.g., when they are
in a state of flow while at work; Cziksentmihalyi,
1990), or use more efficient goal-pursuit strategies such
that less effort needs to be exerted (e.g., turn off
distractions so that less effort is needed to focus on
writing).

In the case of non-conscious goal pursuit (such as in
priming studies, e.g., Chartrand & Bargh, 1996; Papies
& Hamstra, 2010; or habits, e.g., Wood & Neal, 2007),
effort is exerted towards the goal outside of the
person’s awareness (i.e., they are not realizing that they
are putting in more effort towards a specific goal).
Other times, a person may retrospectively realize that
they are mobilizing greater effort, but not the reason for
it. For example, in the cases where the goal is activated
outside of awareness, a person may not be aware of the
reason why they are putting in the effort (e.g., Custer &
Aarts, 2007; for an overview, see Moskowtiz &
Gesundheit, 2009). Indeed, neuroscience research has
shown that people automatically mobilize control and
adjust their behaviour in response to neural detection of
conflict (Kerns et al., 2004). In other cases, such as
when a person experiences a state of flow
(Cziksentmihalyi, 1990; Cziksentmihalyi & Rathunde,
1993), a person may not feel like they are putting in
effort, such that the process feels easy despite objective
effort (Werner et al., 2016). Additionally, the amount
of effort necessary for goal pursuit can also be reduced
through habits. In habits, the behaviour may be
conscious but automatic, such that (relatively) less
effort is needed to accomplish the same action because
the person does not need to exert willpower (Wood &
Neal, 2007; e.g., learning to drive vs. being an
experienced driver — more mental effort is required in
the first case, but in both cases they aware that they are
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driving). Finally, certain characteristics of the goals
themselves may make goal pursuit seem more
effortless (Milyavskaya et al., 2015; Werner et al.,
2016); how and why this is the case requires further
investigation.

Sufficient Progress

As people take actions that bring them closer to their
goal, they also monitor their progress to ensure that
these actions are having the desired effects. In
monitoring progress, the person compares their current
state to their desired state to determine if a discrepancy
exists, and whether the extent of the discrepancy is
diminishing at a sufficiently rapid rate (Carver &
Scheier, 1982; 1990). That is, is the discrepancy getting
smaller, is that happening fast enough, and how much
further does a person have to go? Such goal monitoring
is included in many interventions and has been shown
to have a small to medium effect on goal attainment
(Harkin et al., 2016).

Even when people are not consciously monitoring
their progress, they generally nevertheless receive
feedback on the amount of progress that they are
making. Sometimes this may occur spontancously
(e.g., someone complimenting you on the weight you
lost), although frequently this is built into the goal
pursuit process (e.g., receiving grades on assignments
and tests, yearly reviews at work, regular check-ups at
your doctor, etc.). Feedback on goal progress is also
obtained through our affect. Research has shown that
progress is tied to positive affect, while lack of progress
results in negative affect (Carver & Scheier, 1990).
Furthermore, the rate of progress (how quickly or
slowly progress is being made; termed velocity)
similarly has affective consequences (Beck et al, 2017,
Lawrence et al., 2002). This affective feedback has
been found to be adaptive in regulating goal pursuit
(Fishbach et al., 2010; Louro et al., 2007).

Independently of how the information is obtained,
perceptions of sufficient progress can indicate the
necessity to switch to a different goal (Louro et al.,
2007), or to readjust the goal upwards (Ilies & Judge,
2005; Wang & Mukhopadhyay, 2012), thereby leading
back to goal setting/activation. A lack of goal progress,
on the other hand, leads to an alarm that signals a
discrepancy between the current and desired state.

Alarm

According to the cybernetic model of self-
regulation, a lack of goal progress indicates that there
is a discrepancy that needs to be addressed (Carver &
Scheier, 1982). We propose that this discrepancy acts
as an alarm that can get the person to reinforce their
goal striving processes. Similarly, this alarm can also
arise when conflict is experienced between goal pursuit
and a desirable alternative (see more on this below).
Although the alarm generally engenders greater effort
(e.g., getting a B on a test when your goal is an A may
lead you to study more), sometimes, however, when the
discrepancy is great, the alarm can also lead to goal
disengagement or to readjusting your goals downwards
(e.g., setting a new goal of earning a B+ instead).

At the most basic level, this alarm manifests as
a physiological and neural response to errors (Hajcak
& Foti, 2008). It has also been proposed that the
anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), which is the brain area
responsible for monitoring for errors, also monitors for
conflict (Yeung et al., 2004). Conflict detection in turn
leads to greater behavioural adjustment and the
activation of controlled neural processes (in the
prefrontal cortex; Kerns et al., 2004). This can give rise
to greater effort mobilized in the service of attaining the
focal goal. Additionally, although neural processes are
constantly monitoring for conflict, in many cases the
conflict itself is not consciously detected. Such conflict,
however, also gives rise to mixed (Berrios et al., 2015)
or negative (Saunders et al., 2015) emotions, and is
experienced as aversive (Elkins-Brown et al., 2016).
This in turn can then enter consciousness and direct
action. Indeed, negative affect has been proposed as the
phenomenological indicator of the alarm being
activated (Carver & Scheier, 2000; Schmeichel &
Inzlicht, 2013). That is, when people experience that
the discrepancy is large, and more importantly that the
rate of discrepancy reduction over time is not
satisfactory (i.e., not enough progress is made), they
feel unpleasant emotions, which serves as an alarm.

In order for the alarm to be adaptive, it should, in
most cases, lead to greater effort, thereby reducing the
discrepancy between current progress and the goal
standard. Such exertion of effort is especially needed
when a person is faced with a temptation or obstacle, or
something that disrupts automatic goal striving. Based
on Kotabe and Hofmann’s model of integrative self-
control (Kotabe & Hofmann, 2015), effort is needed
when a desire conflicts with a higher order goal.
Similarly, when a person experiences an unexpected
obstacle (e.g., the gym is closed), additional effort is
needed to undertake a different action that would once
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again bring the person closer towards the goal (also
referred to as means substitution, Kruglanski et al.,
2002, 2015). In addition, experiencing a lack of
progress towards the goal can similarly trigger the
alarm. The activation of the alarm can thus provide a
subsequent boost to goal striving by engendering
greater  effort (subjective and/or  objective).
Alternatively, when the discrepancy or conflict is too
great, the alarm can also signal that the goal is too
difficult or no longer desirable, leading the person to
abandon or readjust their goal (either permanently or
temporarily).

Obstacles and Temptations. A common regulatory
experience that activates the alarm is the presence of
obstacles, or “interfering forces that prevent people
from reaching their goals” (Marguc et al., 2011, p. 883).
Obstacles come in many forms — not having enough
time, energy, or resources to complete a task (e.g.,
wanting to go for a run, but you have back to back work
meetings all day), outside forces that stand in the way
of one’s behaviours (e.g., wanting to go for a run, but it
is heavily raining outside), and/or momentary
experiences of desire that conflict with one’s goals
(e.g., wanting to go for a run, but you are instead
tempted to stay inside and watch Netflix). Research on
self-regulation has paid special attention to this latter
form of conflict, as these problematic desires — known
as temptations — are frequently experienced in daily life
(Hofmann et al., 2012). Obstacles can affect goal
pursuit in a number of ways. First, perceiving possible
obstacles can sound the alarm, which in turn would lead
to greater effort to overcome the obstacle (i.e, self-
control; Hofmann et al., 2012). Similarly, anticipation
of obstacles can lead a person to craft specific plans for
resolving these obstacles (Duckworth et al., 2011,
Duckworth et al., 2013; Oettingen et al.,, 2015).
Alternatively, experiencing a strong temptation can
sometimes lead a person to temporarily abandon the
original goal and instead pursue a different goal
directed at acting in line with the desire. For example,
upon hearing that his friends are going out for a drink,
Mark may ignore his earlier goal to study that evening
and focus on getting ready to join them. Such goal
switching is described in more detail in the section on
multiple goal pursuit.

Identifying that a conflict exists is considered a
critical step in determining whether additional effort is
exerted (Myrseth & Fishbach, 2009). For example,
does Angela consider eating a cookie as an innocent
one-time indulgence, or as an obstacle to her goal of
being healthy? We propose that a situation that creates
a conflict with the higher order goal (such as

experiencing a competing desire) triggers the alarm,
informing the individual that more effort is required.
The conscious effort that people then put into handling
the conflict between two goals (e.g., resisting
temptation) is what we call self-control (Inzlicht et al.,
2021). Note, however, that such conflicts may not be
consciously recognized, and can be handled
unconsciously through either the automatic allocation
of more effort (e.g., habitual behaviour) or a decision
in favour of the tempting alternative. Recent
computational models of self-control identify that
conscious self-control is called upon when two options
have similar value, and a decision requires conscious
evaluation (Berkman et al., 2017).

Goal Adjustment and Resetting. When the alarm
is activated, and people experience goal-related
negative affect, an alternate way to reduce the
discrepancy between the goal and the current state is to
change the goal (see Wang & Mukhopadhyay, 2012,
for a detailed model of goal readjustment). Indeed,
when a goal seems too difficult, instead of putting in
more effort people will sometimes withhold all effort
(Gendolla & Richter, 2010; c.f. Stanek & Richter,
2021) and subsequently disengage from the goal (e.g.,
a student quitting school). This is often preceded by an
action crisis, where a person will reconsider whether
they truly want to be pursuing that goal (Brandstatter &
Herman, 2016; Brandstatter et al., 2013). During this
time, the person may start to devalue the focal goal
(e.g., Lisa might begin to refute some of the health
benefits of regular exercise), so that it feels less
desirable (Ghassemi et al., 2017). In the cases of
unattainable goals, such disengagement is adaptive
(e.g., Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003;
Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003). Other times,
people will reduce their goal but without disengaging
completely from the domain (e.g., a student changing
their grade goal from a B+ to a B-).

Alternatively, positive progress can also lead to
changes in the goal itself. Positive affect experienced
as a consequence of positive feedback, signaling a
reduction in the discrepancy between the current state
and the goal, has been shown to lead to more difficult
subsequent goals (Ilies & Judge, 2005). Indeed,
positive progress can impact perceptions of feasibility,
which can lead people to readjust their goal upwards
(Tolli & Schmidt, 2008). Additionally, if sufficient
progress has been made, or if a goal is completely
attained, people can then shift their focus to a different
goal.
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Planning

Although the basic self-regulatory feedback loop
consists of goal setting, goal striving, and monitoring
goal progress, the pursuit of many conscious goals
includes an additional step of planning how to pursue
the goal. This can be done by breaking down a broader
goal into smaller more concrete steps, which can also
be considered as setting new smaller goals (represented
by the arrow leading from planning to goal setting).
Planning can also include anticipating (and avoiding)
potential obstacles (Duckworth et al., 2011; Oettingen
& Gollwitzer, 2010) and specifying the specific
contexts (times, places) where actions needed to attain
the goal will be performed. Such specific if-then plans
are termed implementation intentions (Gollwitzer,
1999). They have been extensively studied, mostly in
lab paradigms, and are associated with greater goal
progress (Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006; Toli, Webb, &
Hardy, 2016; McWilliams, Bellhouse, Yorke, Lloyd, &
Armitage, 2019). However, given that implementation
intentions are typically studied in experimental or
intervention-style paradigms (see Gollwitzer &
Sheeran, 2006), it is unclear how often people
spontaneously make concrete plans for their goals.

Indeed, despite being a seemingly simple technique,
people seem to struggle with developing effective plans
for pursuing their goals. In one study, 52% of
participants reported that they did not have
implementation intentions for their health goals, while
only 26% reported having more concrete plans
(Milyavskaya & Nadolny, 2018); another set of studies,
looking at idiosyncratic personal goals, found that
respondents reported making plans for approximately
60-70% of goals (Werner et al., 2020). Also within the
health domain, randomized control trials found that
implementation intentions had no effect on physical
activity (de Vet et al., 2009) or weight-loss (Knauper et
al., 2020). In the former, this likely occurred because a
substantial portion of participants (over 30%) did not
form specific enough or viable plans (de Vet et al.,
2011). Altogether, research on planning shows that
plans can be effective if formulated correctly, but that
this is not always done frequently enough.

Broader Social Contexts

Above we described the goal pursuit cycle that
comprises self-regulation. Much of the research on
goals typically centers on the individual in the context
of goal pursuit, including a focus on the goals that a
person sets for themselves, the means by which they

strive for these goals, and various internal processes
like their perceived sense of agency, -efficacy,
commitment, etc. However, goals are not pursued in a
vacuum. Although there are times when we can be pro-
active and set goals for ourselves, other times we are
mere observers and absorb the goals around us
(Bandura, 1969; McAdams, 2013). This may occur
through observational learning where a person adopts a
goal that they learned from their environment (e.g.,
Bandura, 1969; 2018) or when goals are promoted
directly by other people (e.g., Carr & Weigand, 2001;
Duriez, Soenens, & Vansteenkiste, 2008; Wouters et
al., 2014). A broader social context directly influences
and interacts with every aspect of the self-regulation
process, from the types of goals that people set for
themselves, to the obstacles that they experience and
the effectiveness of goal striving. This broader social
context includes ones’ upbringing, culture, and others
social actors in a person’s environment. Additionally,
individual differences (i.e., personality) can play a role
in the goal pursuit process and can in turn be influenced
by the broader social environment. Finally, goals are
typically set in specific areas of one’s life (i.e., a person
can distinguish between work, school, and health
goals), and the role of these specific contexts needs to
be taken int account. Here we provide a (necessarily)
brief discussion of how these are likely to influence
self-regulation.

Upbringing and Developmental Antecedents

Parents are often considered the primary socializing
agents, which allows them to have the greatest initial
impact on goal development (Collins et al., 2000;
Grusec & Davidov, 2010). Indeed, thousands of papers
have examined how parenting style affects goal pursuit,
self-regulation, and achievement more broadly (for
reviews, see Karreman et al.,, 2006; Spera, 2005).
Generally, this research finds that an authoritative style
characterized by the provision of autonomy support and
structure are especially effective (Larzelere et al.,
2013). This is found in most contexts (e.g., school,
sports, health; Joussemet et al., 2005), and across a
variety of ages ranging from toddlers to young adults
(e.g., Laurin & Joussemet, 2017; Soenens et al., 2007;
Vasquez et al., 2016). Additionally, there is now a
burgeoning literature on parenting interventions
designed to aid parents to provide a supportive
environment for their children (Joussemet et al., 2014;
2018).

Next to parents, schools play a critical socializing
role; indeed, much of the research on goal pursuit is



INTEGRATIVE MODEL OF GOAL PURSUIT 8

conducted in an educational context (Covington, 2000;
Meece et al., 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2020). This research
again finds that autonomy support and structure
improves self-regulation and goal pursuit, and can lead
to the development of skills that can bolster future goal
pursuit (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). For example, students
who were given the opportunity to set their own goals
(vs. receiving goals imposed by the teacher) had better
goal-setting ability over time (Hannafin, 1981). As
children grow older and their social sphere expands,
additional close others start to influence thoughts,
actions, behaviours, and goals, including peers
(Keegan, Spray, Harwood, Lavallee, 2010), friends
(Powers, Koestner, & Gorin, 2008), teachers
(Hannafin, 1981), coaches (Keegan et al., 2010), and
role models (Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 2002).

Other People

As can be seen in our discussion of developmental
antecedents above, a crucial contributor to goal pursuit,
which becomes increasingly important and diverse
over time, is other people. Indeed, fransactive goal
dynamics theory has recently proposed that goal pursuit
is inherently interdependent, and should be studied as
such (Fitzsimons et al., 2015). Research has examined
the role of close others in every step of the self-
regulation process. Other people influence the goals we
set, either directly (a boss telling you a target to meet)
or indirectly (I want to learn to cook because I think it
will please my partner), and which goals we focus on
at any given time (seeing my buff friend might make
my own exercise goal more salient; Aarts et al., 2004).
Others also influence how we pursue our goals both by
providing support and by being instrumental in goal
pursuit (Fitzsimons et al., 2015; Vowels & Carnelley,
2020). The presence of other people can also keep us
from giving in temptations (Hofmann et al., 2012), give
us license to indulge (Dominick, 2020; Hofmann et al.,
2012), or push us to outperform possible competitors
(Huang et al., 2019) .

Relationships can be distinguished between vertical
relationships (with people in a position of authority,
such as parent, teacher, coach, or employer) and
horizontal relationships (with friends and romantic
partners). At first glance it may seem that others in a
position of power have more influence on self-
regulation, as they frequently dictate the content of
goals, as well as shape the process of goal pursuit (e.g.,
by providing resources). Research, however, has
highlighted the importance of horizontal others,
specifically relationship partners and friends, in

providing support for goal pursuit (Gore, 2006;
Koestner et al.,, 2012; although note that power
dynamics impact goal pursuit even in relatively more
horizontal relationships; Laurin et al., 2016). Such
support can be provided in many different ways —
support has been classified as emotional, informational,
appraisal, or instrumental (Tardy, 1985), as visible
versus invisible (Girme, Overall, & Simpson, 2013),
and autonomy-supportive versus directive (Koestner et
al., 2012). Research has examined which type of
support is more beneficial, finding, for example, that
invisible support leads to more goal attainment than
visible support (Girme et al., 2013), and autonomy
support is better than directive support (Koestner et al.,
2012). Importantly, recent research has examined not
only whether different types of support lead to better
goal attainment, but also the process, showing, for
example, that autonomy support is related to greater
goal internalization and persistence (Koestner et al.,
2015).

Most of the research thus seems to examine how
close others impact goal setting and adjustment (e.g.,
Gere & Impett, 2018); relatively less research has
focused on the other parts of the goal pursuit process
(goal striving, planning, the alarm phase). It is likely,
however, that the effort needed for goal striving can
also be outsourced to others (e.g., partner cooks healthy
meals; paying someone to do your housework). Such
outsourcing is generally found to support goal pursuit,
although it has only been examined in the context of
romantic partners (Briskin et al., 2019; Cappuzzello &
Gere, 2018). Likewise, others can help you monitor
your progress; indeed, research finds that monitoring is
most effective when the results are reported to others or
made public (Harkin et al., 2016), such that the alarm
appears more likely to activate (i.e., be more sensitive)
when others may become aware of our failures. And
recent research finds that surrounding yourself with
supportive others is a self-regulatory strategy that
distinguishes successful from unsuccessful self-
regulators (vanDellen et al., 2015; Nielsen & Bauer,
2019). In sum, it is clear that other people play an
integral role in self-regulation and goal pursuit; future
reviews can begin to systematically examine how they
do so across the different components of the goal
pursuit process outlined in our model.

Culture

Another aspect that likely influences self-
regulation, but is (relatively) less studied, is culture.
Although very few papers examine individuals’ goals
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across cultures, culture likely plays a role in all aspects
of the self-regulation process. With regards to goal-
setting, culture influences both the desirability and
feasibility of possible goals (Oettingen et al., 2008),
leading to differences in goals being pursued. For
example, research has shown that people in
individualist cultures are more likely to pursue goals
that reflect the person’s own interest and desires, whilst
those in collectivist cultures are more likely to pursue
more communal goals (Triandis, 1995). Others,
however have not found differences (at least between
Asian and European Americans; Oishi & Diener,
2001), although pursuing interdependent goals led to
greater well-being among Asian American participants.
Examining a different aspect of goals, researchers
found cultural differences (across the United States,
Taiwan, South Korea, and China) in the quality of
motivation (intrinsic, identified, and introjected;
Sheldon et al., 2004). Even though these studies did not
examine the process of goal pursuit, it may be that
culture also influences how people pursue both
independent and interdependent goals. Indeed, one
study found differences in reported effort and social
support for personal important goals among American
and Japanese participants (with American participants
reporting higher levels of both; Gore et al., 2009).
Although there is research on how self-regulation
develops in different cultures, there is still much to be
learned about how culture affects goal pursuit and the
pathways proposed in the current model.

Personality and Individual Differences

Extensive research has examined how personality
and traits relate to specific aspects of goal pursuit,
including the broad types of goals that are pursued
(Roberts & Robins, 2000), appraisals of personal goals
(Little, Lecci, & Watkinson, 1992; Dietrich et al.,
2013), as well as planning and striving (Freitas et al.,
2002; Powers et al., 2011). For example,
conscientiousness has been linked to setting goals that
have greater personal meaning, greater effort, and more
progress (Little et al., 1992; Judge & Illies, 2002;
Corker et al., 2012). Similarly, research links trait self-
control to broad life outcomes that are thought to
encompass successful pursuit of personal goals (De
Ridder et al., 2012), as well as to fewer experiences of
temptations (Hofmann et al., 2012), and better
strategies and habits (Adriaanse et al., 2014; Galla &
Duckworth, 2015), resulting in more effortless goal
pursuit. Many other individual differences, including
perfectionism (Powers et al., 2011), pride (Carver et al.,

2010), inspiration (Milyavskaya et al., 2012),
mindfulness (Smyth et al., 2020), optimism (Monzani
et al., 2015), procrastination (Grund & Fries, 2018),
power (Guinote, 2007), assessment and locomotion
(Kruglanski et al., 2009), have been implicated in the
process of goal pursuit. To review all these links is
beyond the scope of this paper. Note however, that
surprisingly few studies have examined the effects of
these personality traits on actual goal attainment in
personal goals over time. Additionally, most of this
research is conducted from different theoretical or
research perspectives, with little cohesion. Future work
is needed to summarize and organize existing literature
on the role of traits in goal pursuit, providing a unifying
theoretical framework to this broad and diverse area of
research.

One set of individual differences that has been
examined more systematically is age and life stage
(e.g., Brandtstiadter & Rothermund, 2002). Here, it is
proposed that individuals change the focus of their goal
pursuit as a function of age-appropriate developmental
tasks (i.e., finishing school, starting a family, starting a
career, etc.; Nurmi, 1992), taking into account the
constraints inherent in aging. Some goals (e.g., having
biological children) become less attainable with age,
requiring individuals to adjust their goals
(Brandtstadter & Rothermund, 2002; Wrosh, Scheier,
Carver et al., 2003). The extent to which they are able
to do so influences both goal pursuit and well-being
(Wrosh, Scheier, Miller et al., 2003). Additionally,
research finds that older individuals are often more
successful in their goal pursuit because they set goals
that are more in line with personal interests and
intrinsic values (Sheldon & Kasser, 2001) and are
mutually facilitative (Riediger et al., 2005). In sum, one
common way that age affects self-regulation by
influencing goal setting and resetting, as well as
dictating some of the (age-related) obstacles that people
encounter during goal pursuit (see Geldhof et al., 2010,
for a broader discussion of self-regulation across the
lifespan).

Specific Goal Domains

The context in which a goal is embedded also plays
a large part in both the goals that are set and how the
goals are pursued. For example, research has shown
that people set more autonomous goals in domains
where the psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness are satisfied (Milyavskaya
et al., 2014). Additionally, people generally set less
autonomous goals in certain contexts such as school or
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work (compared to relationship and friendship goals;
Sheldon & Elliot, 2000). Similarly, research on self-
regulation shows that self-control is differentially
associated with self-regulatory success in different
domains (De Ridder et al. 2012). Indeed, research
shows that 60-95% of the variation in most goal
characteristics, including goal attainment, is across
domains (Holding et al., 2017; Milyavskaya et al.,
2015; Nurmi et al, 2009; Werner et al., 2016), although
some specific aspects of goals, such as meaning and
inspiration, have greater between-person variability
(Milyavskaya et al., 2012; Thomas & Schnitker, 2017).
Despite large variability, particularly in goal
attainment, very little research has directly compared
the process of goal pursuit across specific domain
types, or tried to understand why any differences may
exist. For example, does goal pursuit unfold similarly
or differently for work goals as compared to relational
goals? We propose that the process of goal pursuit
would be the same across domains, and that it is the
features of the specific goal domains that would
influence that process, rather than the content of the
domain. For example, school goals are typically
different than leisure goals because of the extrinsic
nature of school; if school was more intrinsic, then
school goals would be more similar to leisure goals. Of
course, not all goals set in a given domain are expected
to be the same; we merely suggest that certain aspects
of the domain in which the goal is set and pursued can
influence self-regulation.

Feedback Mechanisms — Self-Regulation Processes
Influence Broader Contexts

In addition to the various effects of contextual
constraints and affordances as well as personality on
goal pursuit, it is also possible to consider how goal
pursuit feeds back to shape these broader constructs.
For example, McCabe and Fleeson (2016) showed that
goals influence the manifestation of traits at any given
moment, and explain both between and within-person
variance in trait-concordant behaviours. Indeed, they
argue that goals and goal pursuit explain why people
appear to possess certain traits, suggesting a reciprocal
influence between goals and traits. Self-perception
theory, which postulates that people infer their attitudes
from observing their own behaviours (Bem, 1972;
Fazio, 1987), also explains how goal pursuit can feed
back into personality— as a function of successfully
pursuing certain types of goals, a person might
internalize these goals (e.g., I am jogging every day,
therefore I must be a health-conscious person), which

in turn can lead to setting other congruent goals (e.g., |
will start eating more vegetables).

In addition to potentially shaping individual
differences, how we pursue our goals influences other
people’s responses and interactions with us. For
example, research finds that how we pursue goals can
influence how we are perceived by our peers (Wentzel,
1994), and the reactions children elicit from their
parents (Zhang et al., 2011). Our goals can also impact
our relationships, including our partner’s perception of
relationship satisfaction and their well-being (e.g.,
Carbonneau & Milyavskaya, 2017; Gere & Impett,
2018). Goals are an integral part of the dynamic
between a person and their environment, such that
decisions regarding which goal to pursue or abandon
(e.g., do I complete a masters degree, or go into the
workforce?) and how to pursue them (do I join a gym
or go to karate classes to get fit) shapes the environment
we find ourselves in. In the course of pursuing our
goals, we may seek out specific contexts and situations,
or specific close others who may be more likely to
assist goal pursuit (vanDellen et al., 2015). Future
research can pay particularly close attention to these
feedback loops to elaborate a cohesive theoretical
understanding of how goal pursuit impacts these
broader contexts.

Multiple Goals

So far, we have predominantly discussed how the
goal pursuit process unfolds for a single goal. However,
in everyday life, people often have to navigate the
pursuit of multiple goals at the same time (e.g., having
the goal to eat healthy, to do well in school, to be an
attentive and loving partner; see Kung & Scholer, 2020,
for recent review). This includes goals that directly
compete with one another (e.g., wanting to eat healthy
vs. enjoying a piece of cake), hierarchically nested
goals at different levels of abstraction (e.g., exercising
is a goal in and of itself but also is a mean to attain a
broader goal of being healthy), complementary goals
(at the same level of abstraction that both serve the
same broader goal; e.g., reading a paper and conducting
data analyses as both helping my broader goal of being
productive at work) and goals that compete for the
same resources but on their own do not necessarily
conflict (e.g., going to the gym and getting 8 hours of
sleep are two goals that only conflict insofar as [ have
a limited time during my day). Although there are
different models outlining how goals are structured and
organized (see Kung & Scholer, 2020 for an overview),
the most prominent model is goal systems theory
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(Kruglanski et al., 2002, 2015). According to goal
systems theory, goals are represented by a cognitive
network comprised of interconnected goals (i.e.,
representations of desired end states), subgoals
(intermediate goals that nevertheless lead to the
attainment of broader goals), and means (i.e.,
behaviours that can lead to goal attainment).

Given that some goals can be enacted in the service
of other broader goals, we argue that the self-regulation
loop can occur in parallel for multiple goals at different
levels of abstraction, such that the goal striving stage
for one goal can encompass a full self-regulation loop
of a subgoal. For example, to pursue a goal of doing
well in school, a student could set a goal of studying for
the exam, work on that goal, test their own knowledge,
and fit in a late-night cramming session if they do not
feel ready the night before the exam (i.e., the alarm
signaled that progress was lagging). In this way, the
higher order (more abstract) goal can operate at the
same time as the lower order (more concrete) goal, with
the concrete goal operating at a much narrower time
frame.

Goal systems theory also suggests that sometimes
multiple goals can be pursued simultaneously by
engaging in behaviours that help multiple goals (termed
multifinal means, Kruglanski et al., 2002; or concurrent
goal pursuit, Orehek & Vazeou-Nieuwenhuis, 2013).
Concurrent goal pursuit may, however, represent
means that are not optimal for either of the goals (but
that can nevertheless advance both; Kopetz et al.,
2011). Similarly, pursuing more than one goal at the
same time may also divide cognitive resources (Koch
et al., 2018). Other research on personal goal pursuit
has found that goal congruence or facilitation — how
multiple goals are perceived to help each other — is not
the inverse of goal conflict, but is instead a distinct
construct (Riediger & Freund, 2004). Research finds
positive effects of goal facilitation on goal pursuit and
progress (Presseau et al., 2013; Riediger & Freund,
2004), pointing to the potential benefits of finding
compatible goals that help each other or can be pursued
through the same means.

For goals that compete (either directly or because of
competing resources), other processes take place that
dictate which goal is activated and pursued at a given
moment. Note that such shifts in which goal is focal can
happen very rapidly, and are even sometimes
considered as multitasking (when a person switches
back and forth from one goal to another so rapidly that
it seems as if they are doing both simultaneously; Koch
et al., 2018). Indeed, most research on the pursuit of
multiple goals has focused on how people prioritize

their many pursuits (Ballard et al., 2016, 2018; Louro
et al.,, 2007; Orehek & Vazeou-Nieuwenhuis, 2013;
Neal et al., 2017; Shah, 2005; Thurmer et al., 2020).
Formal models have been proposed to address this issue
(Ballard et al., 2016; for a review see Neal et al., 2017).
Generally, goals that are more urgent or pressing will
take precedence over goals that do not have such
restrictions (Ballard et al., 2018). For example, needing
to finish an assignment before class tomorrow would
become more salient (and thus be more likely to be
enacted upon) than going out on a date night with your
partner (a behaviour that can in theory be enacted upon
at any time). Indeed, both individual and environmental
constraints influence which goal will be prioritized (see
Neal et al., 2017, for a review). The most prevalent
constraints include time (i.e., having a specific
timeframe to achieve the goal or not), energy (i.e., the
amount of effort a person can realistically invest in
pursuing the goal at a given time), and
abilities/resources (i.e., having the right skills, money,
etc. to pursue a focal goal).

When goals are pursued sequentially, people
prioritize a focal goal by dedicating resources to goal
striving. Research finds that some of this prioritization
happens through goal shielding, which automatically
orients a person toward the focal goal of interest while
simultaneously blocking out or inhibiting all other
competing goals (Goschke & Dreisbach, 2008; Shah et
al., 2002; Shah, 2005). In such cases, people may
experience fewer competing temptations, which is
related to more successful goal pursuit (Milyavskaya &
Inzlicht, 2017). Similarly, some research has found that
the activation of competing goals or temptations may
even make a focal goal stronger (Fishbach et al., 2003),
which further serves to protect the focal goal from
distractions.

Although some research has examined how people
switch to a new goal once the focal goal is complete or
attained (i.e., the Zeigarnick effect; Forster et al., 2005),
more frequently one goal is not fully complete when a
new one is active. Furthermore, some goals are
maintenance goals that can never be attained, but on
which progress must be vigilantly monitored to avoid
straying from the goal (Brodscholl et al., 2007). The
decision to switch to a different goal can nevertheless
be impacted by perceptions of progress and proximity
to goal attainment or desired goal state for the focal
goal (Louro et al., 2007; Thurmer et al., 2020). In our
model, this is seen in the pathways from goal progress,
which can lead back to goal setting/activation (when
sufficient progress is made on one goal), or to the alarm
(when the progress is insufficient), which in turn can
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lead to effort intensification, or to disengagement and
prioritization of another goal (if the original goal is no
longer feasible). Additionally, switching to another
goal can occur due to external or environmental
constraints (e.g., a calendar reminder signaling it is
time to pick up my children from school temporarily
deactivates my working goal and switches to my
parenting goal).

In sum, our model addresses the pursuit of multiple
goals by proposing that: (1) Self-regulatory ‘loops’ can
be nested within each other, such that goals at different
level of abstraction can be pursued simultaneously. (2)
At the level of the behaviours (a.k.a. lower level-goals,
or means, using the terminology from goal systems
theory) only one goal is activated at a time (i.e., the
focal goal), with mechanisms in place to protect goal
striving. (3) This lower-level goal could be helping
more than one higher-level goal, which would then
mean that those superordinate goals are pursued
concurrently. (4) Goal switching occurs when (a)
sufficient progress has been made towards the focal
goal; (b) the goal is no longer feasible (c) something
else in the environment (including obstacles or
temptations) activate a competing goal that takes over
and becomes the focal goal.

Integrating Existing Models of Goal Pursuit

One of the main aims of the proposed integrative
model of goal pursuit is to build on prior models of goal
pursuit and self-regulation and create one common
model that can provide a framework to organize
existing and future research. Below, we outline other
commonly used models of goal pursuit and self-
regulation, and expand on how our model builds on
them, or how they can fit or are different from the
proposed model.

Cybernetic Model of Self-Regulation (Carver &
Scheier, 1982, 2001)

The cybernetic model of self-regulation initially
proposed by Carver and Scheier (1982) is at the core of
our model. Their model is based on earlier models of
cybernetic control (Powers, 1973; Miller et al., 1960),
which postulate the existence of a discrepancy-
reducing feedback loop. In the self-regulation model, it
was proposed that a person would track the discrepancy
between their current state and their goal; if a
discrepancy is detected, they would act to reduce the
discrepancy (goal striving in our model), and then
monitor progress such that insufficient progress (a

continued discrepancy) would lead to additional
actions. In our integrative model of goal pursuit, we
added the alarm as a mediator of noticing a lack of
progress and enhanced effort.

The cybernetic model of self-regulation was later
refined to include a parallel affect loop that tracks
discrepancy, such that the rate at which the discrepancy
is reduced (as compared with some standard for
discrepancy reduction given current circumstances)
will lead to differently valenced affect (Carver &
Scheier, 2000, 2001; Carver, 2015). That is, when a
person is making what they perceive is sufficient
progress, they will feel good; otherwise, they will feel
bad. In the integrative model of goal pursuit, affect is
largely ignored, but could represent the mechanism by
which some of the constructs lead to one another. For
example, making sufficient progress on a goal can lead
to positive affect which in turn sometimes leads to
switching the focal goal (i.e., coasting; Louro et al.,
2007). Additionally, the alarm is thought to be
manifested as negative affect.

Rubicon Model (Gollwitzer, 1990)

The rubicon model of action phases (Gollwitzer,
1990) was the first to go beyond the distinction between
goal setting and goal striving by describing goal pursuit
as a sequential process that included four phases:
predecisional (deliberating), preactional (planning),
actional (acting), and post-actional (evaluating).
Similarly, Little (1983) proposed inception, planning,
action, and termination as four stages through which
the pursuit of personal projects unfolds. Our model also
includes those phases, with the post-actional phase
represented by the arrow between progress and goal
setting (where a person will evaluate their progress
before adjusting or resetting a goal). One key difference
between our integrative model of goal pursuit and the
rubicon model involves the role of planning. According
to Gollwitzer, planning is an integral part of the goal
pursuit process, and occurs immediately once the
decision to pursue a goal is made (Gollwitzer, 1990).
However, given that some goals can be pursued
automatically and habitually (Neal & Wood, 2007), we
argue that in some cases, goal activation can lead
directly to goal striving, bypassing the planning process
altogether. Indeed, some research finds that people
frequently report not having concrete plans for
attaining their goals (Milyavskaya & Nadolny, 2018).

Goal Setting Theory (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002)
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A large literature on goal pursuit has developed
within industrial-organizational psychology, stemming
from goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990,
2002). Goal setting theory has predominantly examined
the role of setting specific, difficult goals on goal
pursuit, showing that such goals lead to greater
progress than vague, easy goals (or than rejoinders to
‘do your best’; for a review, see Locke & Latham,
2002). Most of the evidence gathered within the
framework of goal setting theory could be organized in
our model under the path between goal setting and goal
striving. Additionally, certain moderators, such as self-
efficacy, would fall into the broader contextual
influences on self-regulation (i.e., self-efficacy can be
considered a personality or domain-specific property,
which then influences the path between goal setting and
goal striving, or between goal striving and progress).
Finally, the role of feedback, which according to goal
setting theory is used to adjust the level of future goals
(Ilies & Judge, 2005; Locke & Latham, 2002), is
acknowledged in our paper in the feedback loop from
progress to goal setting. Seminal findings from goal
setting theory, such that specific, hard goals lead to
greater effort and more progress (for a meta-analysis,
see Epton et al., 2017), thus fit well within our
integrative model of goal pursuit.

Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan
& Deci, 2017)

Self-determination theory is a broad theory of
human motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Research
using this theory has focused on the influences of
the broader context on how goals are set and
pursued, and how the type of motivation
influences behavior and goal pursuit (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Findings from SDT can thus readily
be incorporated into our framework — for example,
the role of others in creating autonomy-supportive
contexts that facilitate goal pursuit, and differences
across domains that give rise to different types of
goals are all included in the broader contextual
influences described in our integrative model of
goal pursuit. Using the framework of self-
determination theory, research on goal self-
concordance has also examined why goals that are
relatively more autonomous (also termed self-
concordant or want-to) are more likely to be
attained, with research showing that such goals
lead to improved goal striving with greater effort

(Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), reduced experiences of
obstacles (Milyavskaya et al., 2015), and more
progress (Koestner et al., 2008).

Integrative Self-Control Theory (Kotabe & Hofmann,
2015)

Focusing specifically on self-control, Kotabe and
Hoffman (2015) proposed a model that integrates
multiple components of self-control that ultimately
explain when a person successfully exercises self-
control versus gives into a temptation. In our
integrative model of goal pursuit, such self-control, to
the extent that it leads to behavioural enactment, would
fit under goal striving. The experience of conflict that,
in their model, activates the exertion cluster is what we
refer to as the alarm. Indeed, their model makes
concrete predictions for when a temptation would lead
to more effort (i.e. self-control), and when it would lead
to shift to pursuing a goal congruent with the desire
(i.e., desire enactment). So while their model makes
much more fine-grained predictions about in-the-
moment self-regulation, these can be used to better
understand the effect of temptations on goal striving or
readjustment/temporal deactivation. Finally, properties
of the higher order goal, as well as control motivation,
figure prominently in their model; these are considered
in our model under the goal setting label.

Goal Systems Theory (Kruglanski et al., 2002, 2015)

As described in the multiple goals section (above),
goal systems theory proposes that goals are mentally
represented as hierarchical networks and describes
likely structural patterns (and their consequences) of
these networks. Goal systems theory relates to our
model insofar as it can explain the pursuit of multiple
goals at different levels of abstraction, as well as how
the pursuit of one goal affects pursuit of other goals.
For example, our model proposes that planning for one
goal can in turn lead to the setting of smaller subgoals
or means. In line with the idea of counterfinal means
(i.e., a means to one goal that is detrimental to another
goal ), we propose that the alarm can sometimes
activate alternate goals (i.e., going to a restaurant with
a friend is a means that undermines my goal of saving
money, which may trigger the alarm, but if I also have
the goal of being social, I may shift my focus to that
goal). Our model is currently silent on whether people
actually use goal striving means that can aid multiple
goals simultaneously (despite findings that people
prefer such means in laboratory studies; Kopetz et al.,
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2011). Future research can examine whether this and
other principles of systems theory demonstrated in lab
studies (e.g., Chun et al., 2011; Kopetz et al., 2011;
Zhang et al., 2007) occur in the context of broader goal
pursuit in daily life.

Identity Value Model (Berkman et al., 2017)

A recent model of self-regulation paints self-control
as a decision-making process, where the value of each
alternate option is dynamically computed until one of
the options reaches a threshold required for that option
to be enacted (Berkman et al., 2017). This model also
proposes that identity provides an important source of
subjective value, leading people to weigh identity-
relevant goals and behaviours more heavily than non-
identity relevant ones. Fitting with our model of goal
pursuit, we believe that the identity-value model can be
used to explain when activation of the alarm would lead
to intensifying effort, and when it would lead to
disengaging and switching to alternate goal.
Specifically, the valuation of the alternate options are
likely driven by the processes proposed in the identity-
value model, and would heavily depend on the relation
of each option to identity. Which goals are prioritized,
and when, may also be guided by such calculations. It
may also be a way in which personality or other
individual differences guide self-regulation, since these
differences will provide different sources of identity,
guiding value computations. For example, a person
high on agreeableness may choose to accompany a
friend to a party because he views ‘being helpful’ as
part of his identity, while someone high on
conscientiousness may choose to stay home and study
because school performance is important for her
identity.

Theories of Goal Pursuit as Levels of Personality

Multiple theoretical perspectives consider the
properties of goals that a person pursues as an
individual difference, and a level of personality (e.g.,
Little, 1983; Karoly, 1999; McAdams, 1996). Most of
these perspectives consider constructs that are very
similar to goals, such as personal projects (Little,
1983), personal strivings (Emmons, 1986), and current
concerns (Klinger & Cox, 2004). These perspectives
propose that goals/projects/concerns are contextualized
manifestations of personality (McAdams, 1996), and
represent an adaptation that “reflect the enduring
psychological core of the individual” (McCrae &
Costa, 1999, pg. 144). For example, McAdams argues

that ‘characteristic adaptations’, which include goals,
values, and strivings among other motivational and
socio-cognitive adaptations, are critical component for
understanding the whole person (McAdams & Pals,
2006). Goals have similarly been described as
“building blocks of personality” (Freund & Riediger,
2006). Our proposed model recognizes this approach
to viewing goals as an aspect of personality by
explicitly recognizing that self-regulation (including
goal setting and goal pursuit) are affected both by
personality and by broader social contexts and
domains, thereby representing a contextualized,
idiosyncratic manifestation of individual differences
(Little, 2020).

Implications for Future Research and Practice

The present paper outlined an integrative model of
goal pursuit, incorporating a wide variety of existing
theories and research findings. Prior research on self-
regulation and goal pursuit has often been scattered,
drawing on various theories or frameworks and/or
focusing on different components of the goal pursuit
process in isolation. Although research on these
separate components has served as a necessary
foundation for advancing our understanding of goal
pursuit, it is helpful to consider this research in the
context of a more wholistic model. Having one model
that incorporates all stages and aspects of goal pursuit
thus allows us to organize the existing literature, as well
as provide clear direction for future research. This
includes highlighting the need for more research using
different methodologies and in different sub-areas of
psychology (e.g., organizational psychology, social
psychology). For example, meta-analyses can be
conducted to summarize research on any of the
proposed links (e.g., how lack of progress enhances
effort; the effects of personality on goal pursuit). This
model also allows researchers to generate testable new
hypotheses,  particularly  regarding  boundary
conditions. As one example, we proposed that
anticipating or experiencing obstacles may lead people
to engage in planning behaviours; future research can
examine when this is likely to occur. Additional new
research questions or hypotheses would also stem from
proposed contextual moderators. While much is known
about the effects of certain contextual and/or
personality influences on certain aspects of goal pursuit
(e.g., effects of close others on goal striving; effects of
age on goal setting), our model highlights many other
areas that remain unexplored.
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In addition to integrating previous theories, our
model also proposes some novel theoretical
components. First, the existence and especially the
nature of the alarm, while consistent with some prior
research and theorizing (Inzlicht & Legault, 2013), has
not previously been formally incorporated into theories
of goal pursuit, and needs to be closely examined.
Future research can disentangle whether and when the
alarm is effective, and whether it needs to be
consciously experienced (e.g., as a worsening of affect,
or a feeling of tension) to engender more effort.
Additionally, it may be that some characteristics of the
goal itself lead to different thresholds for the alarm —
for example, the alarm may be more ‘sensitive’ when a
goal is especially important, is more closely tied to an
person’s identity, or when a person has made a public
commitment about their goal. Second, we propose that
when goals are re-activated, they can have different
characteristics than when the goal was initially set. For
example, although a goal may be moderately difficult
at first, it may be (perceived as) more or less difficult
over time as the person realizes that they have more or
less resources to pursue it, or as they get closer to
attaining the goal.

Other possible future directions stem from the
integration of multiple models and theories into our
integrative model of goal pursuit. For example, future
research and theorizing can attempt to better integrate
the role of affect in the process of self-regulation
(drawing from the cybernetic model of self-regulation,
Carver & Scheier, 2000), and especially in better
understanding the alarm component. Another future
research direction (drawing from the role of planning
in the rubicon model, Gollwitzer, 1990) could be to
investigate the goal pursuit process in instances when
planning is used versus not, focusing not only on effects
on progress (e.g., Koestner et al., 2002), but also on the
other components of the model (e.g., activation of the
alarm; experiences of temptations). Additional
theoretical questions that arise from our model concern
the pursuit of multiple goals. For example, does the
attainment or completion of a goal automatically lead
to a return to goal setting/activation (such that a goal is
always active)? Finally, within our integrative model of
goal pursuit, propositions from some models that
specify particular properties of goals as important for
goal striving (e.g., specificity and difficulty in goal
setting theory, Locke & Latham, 1990; self-
concordance in self-determination theory, Ryan &
Deci, 2017; approach-avoidance motivation, Eliott,
1999) can also be tested against and in combination
with propositions from other models. For example,

future research can examine whether specific goals that
are also autonomous are especially beneficial, such that
both together have additive effects above the effects of
autonomy or specificity alone.

Notably, our model is purposefully meant to be
broad. Our aim is not to set up a “new” theory that can
be supported or rejected, but rather is intended to unify
and extend prior theories and findings. Like other
models on which our model is based (goal setting
theory, self-regulation model, etc.), our model is meant
to evolve to accommodate new findings and is a way to
organize and drive research forward. Indeed, it
specifically acknowledges the role of moderators (e.g.,
broader contexts), as well as different possible
pathways from each component as a way to expand
current research, therefore opening new avenues
regarding the conditions under which different paths
will be taken. Even though we discussed how this
model can be integrated with a selection of other
theories and models, there are many others that we have
not discussed or touched on only briefly (e.g., action
control theory, Kuhl, 1992; the multiple-goal pursuit
model and its extended version, Ballard et al., 2016;
Vancouver et al.,, 2010; the integrated cybernetic
model, Wilkowski & Ferguson, 2016). Future research
and theorizing can more explicitly examine whether
and how these theories can fit within one integrative
model of goal pursuit.

Although we attempted to review and address most
of the aspects of goal pursuit, by necessity some of this
review was brief, and other aspects have not been
addressed. For example, much more is known about the
characteristics of goals than we were able to cover here
(see Austin & Vancouver, 1996, for a review, which is
already 25 years old). Some aspects that are likely
extremely relevant were only briefly mentioned. For
example, how goals are nested within a larger goal
hierarchy has been addressed by goal systems theory;
we propose ways in which our model can incorporate
these ideas (e.g., planning could take the form of
making more concrete goals), but a lot more research is
needed to examine whether and how this occurs in
people’s day-to-day lives. Additionally, it is not always
clear what occurs when a goal is completed — does a
person immediately reset a new goal, and is this new
goal in some way related to the recently completed goal
(e.g., after I complete this paper, [ will turn my attention
to another project), or do people use their freed-up
resources on completely different goals (e.g., I
completed a paper, and now I can relax and watch a
movie)? The literature on goal pursuit is broad, with
many aspects still unexamined.
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From a practical perspective, an integrative model
of goal pursuit can be useful for individuals and those
helping them pursue goals (e.g., coaches, supervisors,
therapists). By providing a better overview of how the
goal pursuit process unfolds, it can help people
understand their own goal pursuit and identify where
they need to improve to better attain their goals. For
example, a person may notice that their goal striving is
ineffective, or that they often encounter obstacles — the
present model would suggest that planning can be
helpful, or that the person is using too much effort and
need to develop better habits. An employer could
discuss the model with their employees to identify what
each step may look like, including what to do in cases
of obstacles to ensure they maximize their performance
(rather than abandoning a goal). Additionally, once
sufficient research is conducted on each step, this
model allows for the provision of concrete
recommendations for each part — for example, how to
set goals that are most likely to be attained? What
contextual supports best facilitate the process? Overall,
having one integrative model provides a way to
organize the information on research findings that is
transmitted to knowledge users.

Conclusions

In this paper, we present an integrative model of
goal pursuit that aims to consolidate evidence from a
variety of theories and perspectives. The integrative
model of goal pursuit addresses all aspects of the goal
pursuit process, including goal setting, goal striving,
and goal adjustment. Our model also addresses two
additional aspects of goal pursuit that have received
limited attention in previous formal models, but are
nevertheless recognized as important. First, our
integrative model of goal pursuit explicitly models
contextual and personality influences on goal setting
and pursuit, including influences of culture, other
people, and the domains in which goal pursuit unfolds.
Second, although it is not illustrated in the model, we
address how this model can be applied to the dynamics
of multiple goal pursuit. In sum, the integrative model
of goal pursuit is a comprehensive model that can
organize existing literature and provide direction for
future research.
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