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Abstract

Two experiments examined whether accessible goals preconsciously direct selective attention. Goal activation was manipulated

by one’s goal pursuit being either undermined or affirmed (resulting in an experienced state of either incompleteness or com-

pleteness). Attention responses were assessed through a Stroop-like task (Experiment 1) and a response-time task in which par-

ticipants indicated a stimulus’ direction of motion (Experiment 2). Results showed that when goals were accessible, attention was

drawn toward goal-relevant items—even when these items were to be ignored and when responses occurred too fast for conscious

control. Accessible goals directed implicit cognition (i.e., attention toward stimuli associated with the goal), despite the fact that

these goals were not chronically held, but manipulated in the lab. � 2002 Elsevier Science (USA). All rights reserved.
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Even primary processes of impression formation
(perception, attention, categorization) may be biased.
Yet our phenomenology leaves us firm in the belief we
are bias-free. Asch labeled this basic principle of human
experience (1952) ‘‘naive realism.’’ This disjunction be-
tween actual and experienced amounts of bias occurs
not only because many of the stages of information
processing in impression formation operate precon-
sciously (e.g., Bargh, 1997), but also because the forces
that influence person perception operate without one’s
direct access to their existence or impact (e.g., Wilson

and Brekke, 1994). The focus of the current research is
on a particular implicit influence at a specific stage of
impression formation—the impact of temporarily acti-
vated goals on attention. Temporarily activated goals
are those capable of being triggered in any individual by
the contingencies present in their social environment.
While past research has demonstrated preconscious
effects of the motivational system on information
processing (for a review, see Bargh, 1990), such
demonstrations have been mostly limited to either (a)
chronic motivational states or (b) learned associations
between stimuli and goal-directed responses that have
developed through experience (Fein & Spencer, 1997).

Chronic states and implicit processing

Consider a common phenomenon from everyday ex-
perience. When in a crowded room, the conversation of
others throughout the room is a buzz of background
noise. But if one’s name is mentioned across the room it
seems to jump out above the din and capture attention
(e.g., the cocktail party effect; Cherry, 1953). We seem to
be attending to self-relevant information without allo-
cating conscious attention. In the 1970s and 1980s re-
searchers demonstrated this type of control over
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preconscious cognitive responding from chronic sources
that emerged not from goals, motives, needs, or values,
but from accessible, self-relevant semantic information
(self-schemas). Markus (1977) posited that self-schemas
guide attention, encoding, and retrieval of information.
Higgins et al. (1982) found that self-relevant words that
were chronically accessible guided judgment. Bargh
(1982) demonstrated the impact of the chronically ac-
cessible self-construct on attention. Participants per-
formed a dichotic listening task that required them to
attend to information presented to one ear while ignor-
ing independent information presented to the other ear.
When self-relevant information was presented it auto-
matically captured attention; if presented in the attended
channel people were faster to respond to a probe task
and if presented in the ignored channel people were
slower to respond to a probe task. Bargh and Pratto
(1986) made a conceptually similar demonstration uti-
lizing a paradigm similar to Stroop (1935). Participants
were reliably slower at naming ink colors when the word
was a construct that was chronically accessible to them.

A tradition of research known as the ‘‘New Look’’
has provided empirical support for compatible phe-
nomena, but with the emphasis on perception and
judgment passively molded by one’s chronic needs,
motives, and values (for reviews see Bruner, 1957; Erd-
elyi, 1974). For example, Bruner and Goodman (1947)
found the need associated with a stimulus leads to the
perceptual accentuation of the stimulus. Postman, Bru-
ner, and McGinnies (1948) found that recognition
thresholds were dependent on values, with labels of
values embraced by a participant having lower recog-
nition thresholds (selective sensitization). McGinnies
(1949) found participants had autonomic (galvanic skin)
responses to subliminally presented, emotionally
charged information. These studies suggest that people
avoid and approach stimuli prior to recognition, with-
out the individual being aware of the motivational in-
fluence.

Klinger (1975, 1978) reviewed evidence for control
from one’s ‘‘current concerns,’’ with data similar to that
exhibited in New Look research. Current concerns were
defined as ‘‘the state of an organism between the time it
becomes committed to pursuing a goal and the time it
either gains the goal or abandons pursuit’’ (p. 249).
Where the concept of current concerns differs from the
types of motives examined in the New Look research is
in the possibility put forward by Klinger (1975) for such
concerns to include temporary goal states as well as
chronic states of the individual. However, the research
fails to distinguish whether chronic or temporary con-
cerns are being investigated. It uses repeated interview
sessions to identify concerns of a particular participant,
making it likely these concerns are chronic concerns.
Klinger (1978) used a dichotic listening procedure in
which people listened to two narratives, one in each

channel. A word relating to one of their current con-
cerns was inserted in one of the channels and a toggle
switch was used to indicate the channel to which the
participant attended. As suggested by findings from the
New Look, the time spent listening to the passage that
contained a current concern was greater (as was the
number of passages recalled and the thoughts relevant
to the passage). Thus attention was being directed to the
concern and this impacted the processing of information
associated with it.

Other research has focused on similar effects of
chronically accessible motives in the form of individual
differences. These include individual differences in desire
for control (Pittman & D’Agostino, 1989), need for
structure (e.g., Neuberg & Newsom, 1993), need to
evaluate (Jarvis & Petty, 1996), motivation to respond
without prejudice (Plant & Devine, 1998), and need for
cognition (Petty, Tormala, Hawkins, & Wegener, 2001).
For example, in my own work, need for structure has
been shown to influence implicit trait inferences (Mo-
skowitz, 1993) and use of accessible information when
forming impressions (Thompson, Roman, Moskowitz,
Chaiken, & Bargh, 1994). Further, Moskowitz, Gollw-
itzer, Wasel, & Schaal (1999) showed that individual
differences in egalitarian goals disrupted the precon-
scious activation of stereotypes.

The automatic activation and regulation of temporary

goals

The notion that temporary goals operate implicitly is
not new. Klinger (1978) posited this when asserting that
current concerns (said to incorporate both chronic and
temporary goals) were not a ‘‘mentalistic construct: a
current concern can be said to persist regardless of what
may be going on in the person’s consciousness’’ (p. 249).
In fact, a temporary ‘‘current concern’’ can be said to be
equivalent to what Kurt Lewin earlier called a quasi-
need; with quasi-needs defined as the tension state
arising when a goal is unfulfilled. And Lewin (1936) had
already posited that quasi-needs arising from an unful-
filled goal ‘‘can play an essential role in the psycholog-
ical situation without being clearly present in
consciousness’’ (p. 19). Whereas the implicit operation
of goals has received theoretical attention, it has re-
ceived little empirical attention. There are several recent
exceptions to this dearth of research.

Chartrand and Bargh (1996) posited that goals could
be automatically activated and that implicitly activated
goals should be capable of exerting effects on implicit
cognition. Hamilton, Katz, and Leirer (1980) found that
impression formation versus memorization goals differ-
entially affected how information is recalled and orga-
nized in memory. Hastie and Park (1986) found
that impression versus memorization goals affected the
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relationship between one’s impressions and recall of the
information. Chartrand and Bargh implicitly activated
impression formation and memorization goals through
incidental exposure (subliminally in one experiment,
supraliminally in another) to goal-relevant stimuli. Their
participants revealed the same pattern of cognitive re-
sponses as participants in the experiments of Hamilton
et al. (1980) and Hastie and Park (1986), for whom these
goals had been made explicit.

Higgins, Roney, Crowe, and Hymes (1994) argued
that not merely goals are activated preconsciously, but a
strategy (‘‘regulatory focus’’) for pursuing the goal can
be preconsciously triggered. A strategy that regulates
goal pursuit through a focus on approaching a desired
state is called promotion focus, while one focused on
avoiding an undesired state is called prevention focus.
F€oorster, Higgins, and Idson (1998) found that the type
of regulatory focus that is accessible during goal pursuit
affects the manner in which the goal is regulated. For
example, F€oorster et al. (Experiment 2) primed either
promotion or prevention focus. Participants’ precon-
scious strategy for goal pursuit influenced behavior, fa-
cilitating responses that were compatible with their
regulatory focus. People with a promotion focus pressed
a button with greater force when flexing their arm
(flexion being compatible with approach); people with a
prevention focus pressed harder when extending their
arm (extension being compatible with avoidance).

Further research is needed to demonstrate (a) the
impact that preconscious goal activation has on implicit
cognitive processing and (b) the extent to which goals
that are temporarily selected by the individual—rather
than chronically accessible or primed by the experi-
menter—may become preconsciously pursued. This lat-
ter point raises the question of how temporary goals
selected by the individual (that have no history of as-
sociative links or chronic associations) are activated in
the course of everyday life.

Priming temporary goals through quasi-needs

One answer to this question has already been hinted
at by Lewin’s (1936) discussion of quasi-needs and
Klinger’s (1975) concept of current concerns. Quasi-
needs were said to produce tension states that represent
unfulfilled goals. The resulting response is compensatory
action aimed at attaining the goal and discharging the
tension. Evidence that goals may be activated in this
manner is provided by the theory of symbolic self-
completion (e.g., Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982) in which
quasi-needs are created by having participants experi-
ence failure in a self-relevant domain. Failure triggers
feelings of being ‘‘incomplete’’ along the dimension on
which one has failed. Goal activation is evidenced by
compensatory behavior—behavior initiated to pursue

the goal of restoring one’s sense of self relating to the
specified identity.

The current research seeks to examine preconscious
control by turning the focus to temporary goals that are
activated through feelings of incompleteness. The im-
pact of these goals is moved from compensatory be-
havior to cognitive responses. Spencer, Fein, Wolfe,
Fong, and Dunn (1998) also examined the impact of
being undermined on goal activation and subsequent
goal-directed, automatic processing. They demonstrated
that threat to identity triggers the goal of repairing the
self-image, and repair occurs by stereotyping (e.g., Tajfel
& Turner’s, 1979, ‘‘social identity theory’’). The re-
sponse of denigrating stereotyped others when identity
feels threatened is said to have been learned through
experience; eventually it comes to operate automatically.
Essentially stereotype activation is said to be a form of
automatic self-affirmation in response to being under-
mined.

The current research extends this by focusing on
goals and responses that do not have a history of as-
sociation (specific responses repeatedly paired with
specific stimuli). Spencer et al. (1998) explicitly chose a
stimulus domain and a response in which such an as-
sociation is known to exist in order to test the assump-
tion of the auto-motive model (Bargh, 1990) that
repeated pairings of stimuli (esteem goals) and responses
(stereotyping others) could lead to the goal being pre-
consciously pursued. The current research focuses on
the temporary activation of a goal leading to precon-
scious responses, in which stimulus and response are not
believed to be linked through a history of being paired.
The temporary activation of the goal is posited to
nonetheless be capable of triggering a preconscious re-
sponse. The cognitive responses of interest will be im-
plicit processes of selective attention. The aim is to
demonstrate that temporary goals are capable of con-
trolling cognition in the early, preconscious stages of
information processing.

Experiment 1

Participants were made to experience a state of either
incompleteness or completeness in a goal pursuit. Ten-
sion should not be initiated and goals should not be
activated in a particular goal domain if the individual is
feeling ‘‘complete’’ on this dimension (e.g., Koole,
Smeets, Van Knippenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999;
Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). Experiment 1 relied on a
manipulation of whether success or failure is associated
with a goal pursuit to manipulate goal activation by
having participants contemplate either success or failure
in a self-relevant domain. Each of these should trigger
semantic constructs linked to the goal, but only
thoughts of failure should activate goals related to that
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domain. To examine whether implicit cognition is in-
fluenced by activated goals, participants performed a
Stroop-like task similar to that used by Bargh and
Pratto (1986).

Method

Research participants
Twenty-eight student athletes from Princeton Uni-

versity participated in the experiment in exchange for $5.

Procedure

Each participant was seated in front of a monitor and
informed they would be participating in a study of color
perception. After signing a consent form, participants
were randomly assigned to complete one of two forms.
Half of the participants were asked to reflect on and
describe a success at an athletic endeavor, half were
asked to describe a failure. This task was described as
unrelated to the color perception experiment and was
said to be a pretest to aid a graduate student. Next
participants were asked to put on a headset microphone
and read the instructions for the color-perception task
on the computer monitor. Participants were told the
study was concerned with how quickly they could
identify the color a word was written in and that they
should pronounce the color name loud and clear into
the microphone so the voice-activated timer in the
computer could be signaled.

After reading the instructions, participants were
asked to press the space bar on the keyboard to start the
practice trials. When the practice session was completed
another screen of instructions appeared reminding them
to respond as quickly as possible. They then pressed the
space bar to begin the experiment. There were 64 ex-
perimental trials in total, with 8 of these being critical
trials—4 containing words relevant to athletics and 4
control words. Following this task all participants were
questioned about the experiment and if they were aware
of the relationship between the so-called pretest and the
color naming task. Finally, participants were debriefed,
thanked, and paid.

The experiment had a 2� 2 mixed factorial design.
The between-participant factor was Goal Status (in-
complete versus complete) and the within-participant
factor was Word Type (goal-relevant versus goal-irrel-
evant).

Materials
Goal status manipulation. Participants recalled in de-

tail two events in their athletic careers in the past year.
In conditions in which feelings of incompleteness were
to be induced, participants described failures in an
athletic pursuit by elaborating on the event and de-
scribing it in detail: How their actions contributed to the

outcome, what they were feeling immediately following
the event, and how their actions affected others. In
conditions in which a sense of completeness was to be
induced, they were asked to describe two successes.
Computer. The computer was a Macintosh Apple

Centris 660 AV with a Macintosh color display monitor.
Directly attached to the computer was a computer in-
terface box and a voice-activated microphone system
(with a Labtec C22 headset).
Reaction time task. The program was written in

MacProbe software and presented words in colored
fonts in a fixed order and a fixed pattern of word–color
pairs. There were 10 practice trials and 64 trials in the
main experiment. Each trial began with a fixation cross
followed by a word that remained on the screen until a
response was made. Responses consisted of participants
stating aloud the font color. The reaction time from the
presentation of the word to the participant’s initiation of
a verbal response was recorded.
Stimulus words. Sixty-four words were presented in

one of 4 possible colors: red, white, blue and green.
Eight words were the critical items, 4 linked to athletics
(athletic, strong, agile, physical) and four control words
from a different, self-relevant domain—the goal of being
a good student (studious, educated, scholarly, smart).
These words were matched with the athletic-related
words for length and valence. The remaining words were
filler items, both adjectives and nouns, unrelated to the
goal constructs.

Results and discussion

If a goal had been temporarily activated and was
directing implicit cognitive responses the meanings of
words associated with this goal (but not words repre-
senting self-relevant goals that were not undermined)
would automatically attract attention and interfere with
the task of naming word colors. Goals were predicted to
be triggered by contemplating failure (but not success).
Thus, a goal status (complete versus incomplete) by
word type (goal-relevant versus goal-irrelevant) inter-
action should emerge.

The four responses to control words and the four
responses to goal-relevant words were each used to
create mean scores comprising the word type variable.
No responses were excluded due to participant error;
however, response times to individual words that were
more than 3 standard deviations from the mean were
excluded from the analyses. To adjust for moderate
skew in the distribution, the data were transformed
by reflecting the scores and taking the square root
(Tabachnik & Fidell, 1989), but the means presented are
raw reaction times in milliseconds.

Reaction times to naming the font color of athletic
and academic words were submitted to a Goal Sta-
tus�Word Type mixed-factorial analysis of variance
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(ANOVA). As predicted, there was a reliable interac-
tion, F ð1; 26Þ ¼ 6:11; p < :02. If the activated goal is
directing attention, participants should be slower to re-
spond when the word meanings are relevant to a goal
domain that had been undermined versus one that had
been affirmed. No such difference in responses as a
function of Goal Status should be found for control
words that are associated with a self-relevant goal that
had neither been undermined nor affirmed.

Consistent with this prediction, t tests revealed that
when words were related to athleticism, participants
responded more slowly when they had previously been
undermined (M ¼ 597ms) as opposed to affirmed
(M ¼ 557) in this domain, tð28Þ ¼ 2:72; p < :02. How-
ever, responses to words related to academics were not
different as a function of whether participants had pre-
viously been undermined (M ¼ 572ms) versus affirmed
in the domain of athleticism (M ¼ 561ms).

The results demonstrate that the type of information
automatically attended to is a function of what goals are
temporarily activated. Participants with goals that were
undermined or incomplete were scanning the environ-
ment for stimuli relevant to those goals. This occurred in
a context that was not similar in any way to the context
in which goals were undermined and on a task that as-
sesses automatic responses.

It might be argued that since perceivers could con-
sciously recognize the words presented in the Stroop
task, perceivers may have seen this as an opportunity to
contemplate those words in an attempt to address their
shortcomings in the undermined domain. Response
times were close to 600ms on average, and this is cer-
tainly in a range in which conscious processing may start
to intervene. Therefore, in the next experiment a task was
used in which (a) participants were not consciously aware
of the content of the words that were being presented
(and may not have realized that these stimuli were even
words) and (b) responses would occur more quickly.

A second potential concern regarding Experiment 1 is
that participants were varsity athletes. These individuals
might possess chronic goals. To address this issue, Ex-
periment 2 changed the goal being manipulated to the
goal of being egalitarian. Past research revealed that
being egalitarian is a goal most Princeton undergradu-
ates value, but few pursue chronically (less than 10%;
Moskowitz, Salomon, & Taylor, 2000).

Experiment 2

Method

Research participants
Twenty-four undergraduate students from Princeton

University participated in the experiment to receive
partial credit toward a course requirement.

Procedure
The procedure was the same as in Experiment 1

with the changes described below. As the reaction
time task no longer involved color-naming, partici-
pants read different instructions (described below) and
were not asked to wear the headset microphone. The
current experiment had a 2� 2 mixed factorial design,
with Goal Status (complete versus incomplete) the
between-participant factor and Word Type (goal-rele-
vant versus goal-irrelevant) the within-participant
factor.

Materials
Goal status manipulation. Participants were told that

they were helping a graduate student prepare an exper-
iment examining people’s values. First they received a
values scale containing 26 items. Participants were asked
to rate the importance of each value on a Likert scale.
When finished they turned the page and read the in-
structions for the next task. The instructions told par-
ticipants that each person in the experiment was
focusing on one value from the scale and that they were
to focus on egalitarianism. This was defined for them as
follows:

Egalitarianism is part of the ‘American Creed’ and involves act-

ing fair and just, being tolerant of others despite the fact that

they differ from you, and treating people equally regardless of

their ethnicity, religious background, gender, sexual orienta-

tion, physical appearance, etc.

If being made incomplete, participants were told their
task was to focus on instances in which they failed to live
up to this ideal; if being made complete, they were to
describe instances in which their behavior was repre-
sentative of this ideal.

Each participant was then asked to describe two
separate instances in which they did (or did not) act in
an egalitarian way toward one of the following groups:
women, the elderly, obese people, the handicapped,
African Americans, or homosexuals (and to pick a
group they did not belong to). For each instance they
were asked to name the group they were being unfair
toward and describe the event in detail.
Computer. The computer and software programs

were the same as in Experiment 1.
Reaction time task. Participants performed a percep-

tual task based on a procedure used by Christie and
Klein (1995). On each trial two words appeared on a
computer screen on either side of a fixation cross. One of
the two words moved up or down, the other left or right.
The task was to report as quickly and accurately as
possible the direction of motion for the item moving
vertically (the probe item) by using the keyboard’s up
and down keys. Items moving horizontally were, there-
fore, irrelevant to the task (the distractor items). Reac-
tion times from the appearance of the word to the
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participant’s response were recorded by the computer.
The movement on each trial lasted 200ms and began
immediately upon the appearance of the words on the
monitor. The critical items were always moving hori-
zontally and were, therefore, to be ignored in order to
perform the focal task most efficiently and quickly. Half
of the critical words were goal-relevant and half were
goal-irrelevant (see below).

Each trial was randomized so that half the time the
probe moved up and half the time down. Similarly, half
the time distractor items moved right and half the time
left. Finally, the locations of the probe and distractor
items (left or right of the fixation cross) were randomly
determined, with the constraint that each was on the left
and on the right half the time.

The task contained 92 trials. The first 20 were practice
trials. Of the remaining trials, 60 were filler trials and 12
contained critical items. In 6 of the critical trials a goal-
relevant word moved horizontally as participants were
to focus on the item moving vertically. In the remaining
6 critical trials a goal-irrelevant word moved horizon-
tally.

Participants were instructed that items would be fla-
shed quickly on the screen and then disappear and their
task was to detect the direction (up or down) of the
vertically moving item. Since the location of the verti-
cally moving item varied from trial to trial (left versus
right of the fixation cross), they were asked to focus on
the fixation cross. They were further told response times
were of central interest and to respond as fast, but as
accurately, as possible. To promote this, they were told
that errors would be signaled to them by a beep.
Stimulus words. The words were selected from the

stimuli used by Moskowitz et al. (2000). Goal-relevant
words were ‘‘egalitarian’’ and five synonyms: tolerance,
fairness, justice, equality, and broadminded. Control
words were goal states not relevant to egalitarianism.
These words were matched for valence and length with
the egalitarian words.

Results

If an egalitarian goal had been undermined in the first
task and remained implicitly activated in the subsequent
task, implicit goal pursuit should direct attention to
words relevant to this goal, even if presented as di-
stractors. This interference with the focal task should
not be found for participants who had affirmed their
sense of efficacy on the goal domain. Additionally, re-
sponses of these two groups to words irrelevant to the
goal domain of interest, similarly presented as distrac-
tors, should not reliably differ. Thus, a Goal Status by
Word Type interaction should emerge.

The six responses to control words and the six re-
sponses to goal-relevant words were each used to create
mean scores comprising the word type variable. No re-

sponses were excluded due to participant error; how-
ever, response times to individual words that were more
than three standard deviations from the mean were ex-
cluded from the analyses. Participants were unable to
report any of the critical words that had been flashed at
them in the experiment.

Reaction times to detecting the movement of the
words were submitted to a Goal Status � Word Type
mixed-factorial ANOVA. There was a reliable main ef-
fect for word type, with egalitarian-related words lead-
ing to slower responses, F ð1; 22Þ ¼ 19:42; p < :01.
However, this effect was qualified, as predicted, by a
reliable interaction, F ð1; 22Þ ¼ 5:66; p < :03. If this in-
teraction is to support the hypothesis that goals were
directing implicit cognition, participants should be
slower to respond with egalitarian words as distractors
when that goal domain had been undermined versus
affirmed. No such differences as a function of goal status
should emerge when control words are in the distractor
slot.

Consistent with this prediction, t tests revealed that
when egalitarian words were distractors, participants
who had previously been undermined (M ¼ 473ms) re-
sponded more slowly relative to participants who had
previously been affirmed in this domain (M ¼ 394ms),
tð22Þ ¼ 2:41; p < :03. No differences in response times
when control words were distractors were revealed as a
function of whether participants had previously been
undermined (M ¼ 414ms) or affirmed (M ¼ 383ms) in
the domain of egalitarianism.

Discussion

Pratto and John (1991) raised the issue that avoid-
ance (slower) responses of the sort found in Experiment
1 may not always reveal selective attention. Rather than
providing evidence that the individual is approaching a
desired stimulus (interfering with a focal task), it is in-
stead possible that participants were selectively avoiding
these words. Thus, failure in the goal domain may not
activate the goal, but cause participants to disengage
from and avoid the domain. The slower responses found
in Experiment 2 help to eliminate this possibility as
participants were explicitly told to ignore items moving
in the horizontal plane. The fact that attention is drawn
to items they are to be ignoring suggests that the effect of
the goal manipulation is not to lead people to avoid the
goal.

General discussion

A robust finding from research on person memory
and social cognition is that conscious goals have unin-
tended (and implicit) effects on cognition (see Srull and
Wyer, 1986). The current concern is with the somewhat
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opposite issue of whether unconscious goals have in-
tended (yet implicit) effects on cognition. That is, can
both the activation of a goal and its impact on pro-
cessing remain outside of conscious awareness? The
current findings provide evidence for the activation of
goals from feeling incomplete in a self-relevant goal
domain. Individuals who had their sense of successful
goal pursuit undermined by being forced to confront
failure in a self-relevant domain—made incomplete—had
goals relevant to that domain persist in being accessible
after exiting the situation (and tasks) that had triggered
the goal. The preconscious direction of cognitive pro-
cesses (selective attention) on the subsequent reaction
time task was found only when goals were activated by
being undermined. This impact of goals on attention
occurred despite the fact that such goals were not
chronically held and despite the fact that the individual
had no history of linking the activated goal with the
response. The fact that participants have no conscious
intent to pursue the goal, and are not aware the goal is
impacting their processing, provides an important and
powerful demonstration of the strategic, though implicit,
operation of temporary goals.

These findings also address the compelling question
of how goals are preconsciously activated and pursued
in the course of everyday life. While goals have been
shown to be preconsciously activated (Chartrand &
Bargh, 1996) through an experimenter (subliminally)
flashing goal-relevant words at participants, such a
demonstration addresses the theoretical viability of
preconscious goal activation, not the ecological validity.
One manner in which goals are preconsciously activated
and regulated in our everyday experience is by the de-
tection (either consciously or preconsciously) of a dis-
crepancy between the actual state of one’s goal striving
and a standard (what Carver & Scheier, 1981, call a
reference criterion) against which one’s state of goal
pursuit is evaluated. Such discrepancies can arise from
external forces (such as when goal pursuit is blocked,
e.g., Zeigarnik, 1927), from a failure experience (e.g.,
Fein & Spencer, 1997; Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982),
from natural processes of self-evaluation (e.g., Higgins,
1989), or, as the current research shows, by contem-
plating one’s shortcomings.

The current research could be seen as evidence that
compensatory attempts to relieve the tension state begin
with automatic processes such as the preconscious scan
of the environment and the manner in which stimuli are
perceived and categorized—a form of goal regulation
that affects the earliest stages of information processing,
allowing individuals to automatically respond to quasi-
needs. This would suggest that compensatory responses
are not limited to consciously willed behaviors, but are
preconsciously initiated responses (such as attention to
and perception of goal-relevant stimuli) aimed at pre-
paring the individual for intentional action.

The possibility that goals influence automatic pro-
cesses suggests that control can (paradoxically, given
lay definitions of control and the conception of control
in dual process models) be conceived of as occurring
automatically. This allows for the important possibility
that people can act strategically, though unconsciously;
that interfering with and disrupting an unwanted re-
sponse need not require cognitive effort. Goal-directed
responding can be routinized and in so doing can be
efficiently employed to pursue desired ends and defeat
undesired responses (see also Gollwitzer & Mosko-
witz’s, 1996, discussion of implementation intentions).
This represents a particularly powerful form of control
since an unwanted cognitive process, even those with
strong social implications and long-standing roots in
the cognitive system (such as the processes involved in
stereotyping), could be reigned in through intent
without one needing a long history of pursuing the goal
or practice at defeating it (e.g., Moskowitz, 2001a,
2001b).
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