
Article

When Do Intended Performance Standards
Predict Goal-Related Affect? A
Motivated-Reasoning Perspective

Allison M. Sweeney1 and Antonio L. Freitas2

Abstract

This research used intensive longitudinal methods to examine a motivated cognition perspective on intention–behavior dis-
crepancies. We propose that under conditions of high performance, people are more inclined to evaluate their efforts in light of
their intentions; thus, discrepancies between intentions and performance should have stronger impacts on goal-related affect
under conditions of high (vs. low) performance. Secondary data analyses were conducted on two daily-diary studies in which
participants reported their exercise, goal-related affect, and next-day intentions across 14 days. Under conditions of low per-
formance, people felt negative about their performance irrespective of whether they typically set low versus high intentions. On
days with high performance, average intentions significantly related to affect, such that those with low average intentions
experienced the greatest satisfaction. Additionally, we observed that average (between-person) affect, but not within-person
fluctuations in affect, predicted daily levels of exercise behavior. Implications for self-regulatory theories of affect are discussed.
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People are adept at revising their attitudes and self-views to

arrive at desired conclusions. When motivated to perceive con-

sistency, people overestimate agreement between their past and

current attitudes (Bem & McConnell, 1970; Ross & Shulman,

1973) and revise memories of past behaviors to align with new

attitudes (Olson & Cal, 1984; Ross, McFarland, Conway, &

Zanna, 1983). When motivated to perceive change, people

exaggerate improvement by downgrading their initial skill lev-

els (Conway & Ross, 1984). Whether particular cognitions are

applied in a situation also may depend on motivational factors

(Kunda, 1990). Although people tend to dispositionally view

their abilities as malleable or fixed (Dweck, Hong, & Chiu,

1993), they are more likely to endorse incremental beliefs after

a failure but to endorse entity beliefs after a success (Leith

et al., 2014). Such findings imply that to protect a positive

self-view, people strategically apply standards in a given situ-

ation. Extending this literature, the present research examines

how people respond to another type of self-relevant informa-

tion, their chronic performance standards, in light of their cur-

rent performance.

Numerous accounts of behavior change, including the the-

ories of reasoned action (Fishbein, 1980) and of planned beha-

vior (Ajzen, 1991), posit that intentions play a key role in

regulating behavior. Intention is central also to theories of

goal-striving and self-regulation (Gollwitzer & Moskowitz,

1996; Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2001). Control theory (Carver

& Scheier, 1982, 1998) proposes that self-regulation is an

ongoing process in which behavior is adjusted by comparing

current performance against a desired standard. Forming an

intention or setting a reference point thus is considered a criti-

cal determinant of behavior, with direct implications for nega-

tive affect, produced when performance falls short of

intentions, and for positive affect, produced when performance

meets/exceeds intentions (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Higgins,

1987).

When Do Intention–Behavior
Discrepancies Influence Affect?

Behavioral intentions may fluctuate across days as a result of

variability in events or schedules. However, the standards peo-

ple hold within a particular domain can be relatively stable

individual differences, as indicated by evidence that degree

of physical activity during late childhood significantly predicts
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adolescent levels of physical activity (Malina, 1996; Sallis,

Prochaska, & Taylor, 2000) and that adults’ previous experi-

ence in physical fitness programs predicts their current partic-

ipation in a physical fitness program (Dishman, Sallis, &

Orenstein, 1985) and in leisure-time physical activity (Wich-

strøm, Von Soest, & Kvalem, 2013).

Most relevant to this investigation, individuals’ chronic

standards relate to their affective responses. Holding high stan-

dards of an ideal romantic partner, for example, relates nega-

tively to satisfaction with one’s current partner (Rusbult,

1980). Furthermore, perfectionism (e.g., holding high stan-

dards as measured on the “Striving for Excellence” subscale

of the Perfectionism Inventory) positively relates to reporting

symptoms of both depression and anxiety (Hill et al., 2004).

Such findings accord well with control theory, given that hold-

ing higher standards, whether for a romantic partner or for

one’s own performance, can be expected to yield larger discre-

pancies between actual and desired states, thereby generating

negative affect.

The present research used intensive longitudinal methods to

examine a motivated cognition perspective on intention–beha-

vior discrepancies. To the extent that people prefer information

that reflects positively on the self and reminds them of their

strengths (Brown & Dutton, 1995), we propose that people are

more inclined to evaluate their efforts in light of their chronic

standards when they perform relatively well. That is, we pro-

pose that chronic standards will have a stronger impact on

affective evaluations under conditions of high (vs. low) per-

sonal performance.

The idea that motivated reasoning impacts how people pro-

cess intention–behavior discrepancies is supported by research

on self-awareness. The theory of self-awareness proposes that

objective awareness of oneself increases the salience of the dis-

crepancy between one’s ideal and actual self, thereby leading to

greater negative self-perceptions (Duval & Wicklund, 1972).

Numerous studies have found that an increase in self-

awareness, such as by viewing one’s reflection in a mirror, pro-

motes greater negative self-feelings (Duval, Duval, & Neely,

1979; Fejfar & Hoyle, 2000). Furthermore, people are more

likely to avoid self-awareness after a recent failure than after

a recent success. Experiencing social exclusion, for example,

leads people to avoid sitting near a mirror (Twenge, Catanese,

& Baumeister, 2003). Similarly, after taking a purported intel-

ligence test, participants who received failure feedback spent

more time watching television (an activity that reduces self-

awareness) than participants who received success feedback

(Moskalenko & Heine, 2003).

Consistent with evidence that people avoid self-awareness

when faced with failure, we propose that chronic standards

should be relatively less impactful on affective evaluations

under conditions of low performance (minimizing self-aware-

ness). Conversely, under conditions of high performance,

chronic standards should have a stronger impact on affective

evaluations (maximizing self-awareness). Extending findings

that people dispositionally use personal standards as reference

points that impact their affective responses (e.g., Hill et al.,

2004; Rusbult, 1980), we propose that individuals’ personal

standards should relate to their affective responses more

strongly when they perform well than when they perform

poorly on a particular day.

Present Research

The present research used a daily-diary approach to examine

how the intention–behavior relationship impacts people’s

affective responses toward their effort to meet a daily exercise

goal. The present studies examine whether the tendency to

respond differentially to intention–behavior discrepancies

functions at a between- and/or within-person level. In Studies

1 and 2, participants committed to exercising 4 days per week

for 2 weeks, and they provided daily records of their exercise

behavior, feelings about their effort to exercise that day, and

intentions to exercise the next day. The primary aim of this arti-

cle is to examine how intention–behavior discrepancies relate

to affective responses under conditions of low versus high per-

formance. A secondary aim is to examine whether there is a

positive implication of the hypothesized effects on subsequent

exercise behavior. To the extent that chronic standards bolster

positive affect under condition of high performance, responses

to intention–behavior discrepancies may impact future exercise

behavior. Drawing on research indicating that positive (vs. neg-

ative) affective experiences encourage people to increase their

goal-related efforts (Ilies & Judge, 2005) and that positive

affect predicts future exercise behavior (Kwan & Bryan,

2010; Williams et al., 2008), we tested whether positive affect

about one’s exercise efforts would predict greater daily-level

exercise behavior. In these studies, we report all measures,

manipulations, and exclusions.

Studies 1 and 2

The present research presents secondary data analyses from an

unpublished doctoral dissertation (Sweeney, 2016).1 The orig-

inal studies included a construal-level manipulation (described

below), which yielded inconclusive results. For the present

investigation, we first tested the proposed research questions

in Study 1. Studies 1 and 2 used nearly identical methods;

accordingly, Study 2 allowed a confirmatory test of the

exploratory questions examined in Study 1. Because the meth-

ods for Studies 1 and 2 were nearly identical, we present the

methods and results of the two studies together.

Method

Participants

Study 1. Two hundred and ten undergraduate students partici-

pated for course credit and for the opportunity to win US$25

in a lottery. Prior to conducting any data analyses, 14 partici-

pants were excluded because of technological or experimenter

errors (n ¼ 12) or because their baseline exercise data and their

total minutes of exercise across the 2-week study were more

than three SDs from the mean (n ¼ 2). Additionally,
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16 participants completed less than half of the follow-up sur-

veys, yielding insufficient data for analysis. The final sample

consisted of 180 participants, (42 male), aged 17—32 (M ¼
19.63, SD ¼ 2.287). Regarding race/ethnicity, 36.7% (n ¼
77) described themselves as other or mixed, 23.8% (n ¼ 50)

as Black, 15.7% (n ¼ 33) as White, 9.5% (n¼ 20) as East

Asian, 7.6% (n ¼ 16) as South East Asian, and 6.7% (n ¼
14) as Latino/a.2

Study 2. Two hundred and forty-one undergraduate students

participated for course credit and the opportunity to win

US$25 in a lottery. Prior to conducting any data analyses, two

participants were excluded because of technological or experi-

menter errors. One participant was excluded because he/she

spent 0 min exercising across the 2-week period. Additionally,

16 participants completed fewer than eight of the follow-up

surveys, yielding insufficient data for analysis. The final sam-

ple consisted of 222 participants (86 male), aged 17–47 (M ¼
20.01, SD ¼ 3.13). Regarding race/ethnicity, 33.8% (n ¼ 75)

described themselves as White, 26.1% (n ¼ 58) as East Asian,

14.4% (n¼ 32) as South East Asian, 12.2% (n¼ 27) as Other or

mixed, 6.8% (n ¼ 15) as Black, and 6.8% (n ¼ 15) as Latino/a.

Procedures

Screening protocol. The screening procedure aimed to identify

individuals who were already engaging in some exercise and

intended to continue to do so. To be eligible, participants could

not indicate that they exercise 0 days per week. Additionally,

using 5-point scales, participants responded to the items:

“Overall how important is getting more physical activity/exer-

cise to you?” and “How strongly committed are you to getting

more physical activity/exercise in the next 4–6 months?” To be

eligible, participants had to indicate a score of at least 3 on both

items (moderately important and moderately committed).

Finally, to be eligible, participants had to indicate that they

were not pregnant and that they did not participate in any uni-

versity sports teams. Screener surveys were administered

through the university’s psychology department subject pool

website. Screener surveys were typically administered 1 week

to 1 month prior to study participation.

Data collection. The experiment consisted of one lab session and

2 weeks of daily online surveys. The lab session proceeded in

four stages. After providing informed consent, participants read

brief educational materials from the Center for Disease Con-

trol, which were included to provide context for the upcoming

exercise goal commitment. Next, participants completed a

measure of their baseline exercise within the last week. Second,

following a script, a research assistant held a brief interview

with the participant. As a cover story, participants were

informed that “we are interested in understanding how people

vary in their goals, behavior, and memory. To be consistent

across everyone who participates in this study, we are asking

all of our participants to commit to carrying out the same goal.”

All participants were asked to agree to the goal of exercising

moderately to vigorously for at least 30 min, 4 times per week

for 2 weeks. Participants agreed verbally to commit to this

goal. Additionally, to document their commitment, partici-

pants read and signed an “exercise goal document” that pro-

vided specific instructions about the exercise goal and the

daily online surveys.

Third, participants completed a two-part construal-level

manipulation. First, they completed Freitas, Gollwitzer, and

Trope’s (2004) mind-set manipulation in which they consid-

ered how (concrete conditions) or why (abstract condition) to

improve and maintain their physical health. Second, partici-

pants viewed a series of behaviors from Vallacher and

Wegner’s (1989) behavioral identification form and reframed

these behaviors in terms of how (concrete condition) or why

(abstract condition) they are performed (Critcher & Ferguson,

2011). Fourth, participants completed self-reported measures

of exercise importance, perceived goal conflict, goal commit-

ment, anticipatory and current emotions about the exercise

goal, implicit beliefs about the nature of people, regulatory

focus, trait self-control, exercise automaticity, perceived beha-

vior control, exercise motivation, and demographic items.3

Starting the day after the lab session, participants completed

daily online surveys for 14 days in which they reported their

minutes of daily exercise and the exercise intensity (moderate,

vigorous), feelings about their effort to meet their exercise

goal, and next-day exercise intentions.

Measures and Materials

Educational fliers. The first flier described what kind and how

much exercise is needed for a healthy adult and included defi-

nitions and examples of moderate and vigorous activities. The

second flier provided examples of exercise schedules.

Exercise behavior. Baseline and follow-up exercise behavior

were measured with the short version of the International Phys-

ical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ; Craig et al., 2003). At base-

line, participants reported their exercise over the last week,

including days of vigorous and moderate activity, and the aver-

age number of minutes spent daily on each of these types of

activity. To compute baseline physical activity scores, the fol-

lowing equation was used: (Days spent on vigorous exercise

� average minutes spent on vigorous exercise) þ (Days spent

on moderate exercise � average minutes spent on moderate

exercise). In the follow-up questionnaires, these items were

adapted to ask about daily minutes of vigorous and

moderate activity.

Affect. In the daily questionnaires, participants reported how

they felt about their effort to reach their exercise goal on a

given day. Daily affect was measured with positive and nega-

tive goal-focused affect items adapted from Bagozzi and

Pieters (1998; e.g., “satisfied,” “regretful”). Additionally, par-

ticipants indicated their degree of satisfaction and excitement

using the valence and arousal subscales from the Self-

Assessment Manikin (SAM; Bradley & Lang, 1994).

Sweeney and Freitas 3



Exercise intentions. In the daily questionnaires, participants

reported whether they intended to exercise the next day, the

type of exercise they intended to do (moderate/vigorous), the

specific activities they intended to do (e.g., cardio), and the

number of minutes they intended to spend on vigorous and

moderate exercise (using a 5-point scale, where 1 ¼ 0–15 min,

5 ¼ more than 60 min). Participants’ total number of intended

minutes of exercise was used as a measure of their exercise

intentions for the next day.

In the final online survey, participants rated how challen-

ging they found the exercise goal to be and how satisfied they

were with their efforts to pursue the goal, using 5-point scales

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). In Study 2, partici-

pants completed this item at the end of Week 1 and Week 2.

Results

Overview of Data Analyses

First, we checked for outliers in the baseline and follow-up

exercise scores using the guidelines for the short version of the

IPAQ (Sjöström et al., 2005). Using these guidelines, partici-

pants who reported more than 180 min of activity per day were

considered outliers. Values exceeding 180 were recoded to 180

min. Second, we examined how planning–behavior discrepan-

cies related to affect and whether affect related to next-day

exercise behavior. We used the SAS PROC MIXED procedure

for multilevel regression analysis (cf. Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli,

2003). Intraclass correlations coefficients (ICCs) were exam-

ined for intentions, exercise behavior, and affect (Table 1). The

ICCs indicated that between 30.3–59.0% (Study 1) and 28.2–

58.5% (Study 2) of the variance for affect, intentions, and exer-

cise behavior were associated with differences between indi-

viduals. In daily-diary studies, an ICC between .20 and .40 is

considered typical for multilevel modeling (Bolger & Lauren-

ceau, 2013). Thus, we split affect, intentions, and minutes of

exercise into a between-subjects average (i.e., each partici-

pant’s mean across the 14 days of the study) and a within-

subjects deviation score (i.e., a participant’s raw daily

score—a participant’s mean score). High within-person scores

indicate that people exceeded their typical level of affect, inten-

tions, or exercise on a given day, whereas low within-person

scores indicate that people fell below their typical level of

affect, intentions, or exercise on a given day. All possible

two-way interactions between exercise intentions and behavior

at both the between- and within-person level were examined to

test whether discrepancies between intentions and behavior

predict next-day affect.

To account for the passage of time, day of the study was

included as a continuous predictor and rescaled such that Day

1 ¼ 0, Day 7 ¼ .50, and Day 14 ¼ 1 (Bolger & Laurenceau,

2013). Time, baseline physical activity (grand-mean centered),

and sex were included as covariates. Additionally, we included

two dummy-coded variables to account for whether partici-

pants met the exercise goal in Weeks 1 and 2 of the study in

models testing whether intention–behavior discrepancies

impact affect. To aid convergence, only the intercept and time

were permitted to vary as random effects.

First, to address whether intention–behavior discrepancies

predict next-day affect, affect of individual i on the current

day t was tested as the criterion variable, with the following

variables included as predictors: (a) average intentions scores,

(b) within-person intentions score (it-1), (c) average minutes

of exercise, (d) within-person minutes of exercise (it-1),

(e) average intentions scores � average minutes of exercise,

(f) average intentions scores�within-person minutes of exer-

cise (it-1), (g) within-person intentions scores (it-1) � average

minutes of exercise, (h) within-person intentions scores (it-1) �
within-person minutes of exercise (it-1). Second, to test

whether affect predicts next-day exercise behavior, total min-

utes of exercise of individual i on the current day t was tested

as the criterion variable, with the following variables included

as predictors: (a) average affect score, (b) within-person affect

score (it-1), (c) average intentions score, (d) within-person inten-

tions score (it-1).

Intention–Behavior Discrepancies and
Affective Responses

Table 1 shows the raw means, SDs, and the ICCs for affect,

intentions, and minutes of exercise. Table 2 shows the results

of the multilevel regression model predicting next-day affect

scores (SAM valence, SAM arousal, positive affect, and nega-

tive affect) from the interaction between exercise intentions

and behavior. Across both studies, there was a significant inter-

action between average intentions and within-person change in

daily minutes of exercise when predicting SAM valence, SAM

arousal, and positive affect scores. Examining further the inter-

action between average intentions and within-person changes

in daily minutes of exercise when predicting positive affect

scores, Figure 1 shows that under conditions of low personal

performance (i.e., low or negative within-person change in

daily minutes of exercise), people feel equivalently negative

regardless of whether they typically set high or low average

intentions (S1: Estimate ¼ �.322, SE ¼ .318, p ¼ .313; S2:

Estimate ¼ �.133, SE ¼ .262, p ¼ .614). Conversely, under

conditions of high personal performance (i.e., positive

within-person change in daily minutes of exercise), average

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Intraclass Correlation
Coefficients for All Model Variables.

Study 1 Study 2

M SD ICC M SD ICC

SAM valence 4.11 2.14 .303 4.05 2.29 .325
SAM arousal 4.70 2.28 .361 4.64 2.44 .371
Positive affect 4.40 1.80 .343 4.44 1.88 .364
Negative affect 1.87 1.33 .340 1.99 1.43 .383
Intentions 4.47 1.47 .590 4.44 1.52 .585
Daily minutes of exercise 43.05 35.47 .263 39.54 35.03 .282

Note. ICC ¼ intraclass correlation coefficients; SAM ¼ Self-Assessment
Manikin.
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intentions had a significant impact on affect, such that those

with generally low intentions experienced the greatest level

of satisfaction (S1: Estimate ¼ �.821, SE ¼ .317, p ¼ .011;

S2: Estimate ¼ �.521, SE ¼ .256, p ¼ .043). Analogous pat-

terns were found across SAM arousal and SAM valence in

Studies 1 and 2 (see Figure 2).

Affective Responses and Next-Day Exercise Behavior

Table 3 shows the results of the multilevel regression model

predicting next-day minutes of exercise from affect. Given the

strong association between intentions and behavior, intention

scores (average and within-person change scores) were

included in the model to test whether affect impacts next-day

behavior when accounting for intentions. There was a signifi-

cant main effect of average intentions and within-person

change in intentions, such that the tendency to set relatively

high intentions was associated with greater next-day exercise

and a positive increase in intentions (relative to one’s personal

mean) was associated with greater next-day exercise behavior.

In both studies, across all measures of affect, average affect

was associated with next-day exercise behavior, such that peo-

ple with greater positive affect on average tended to engage in

greater next-day exercise. Conversely, there was little evidence

that a within-person change in affect was associated with next-

day exercise behavior.

General Discussion

This research examined how intention–behavior discrepancies

impact affective responses during high versus low personal

performance, as a function of between-person differences in

intentions. Results from two studies showed a Person (average

level of intentions) � Situation (amount exercised on a partic-

ular day, relative to each particular participant’s mean) interac-

tion. During low personal performance, people felt

equivalently unsatisfied regardless of whether they typically

set high or low intentions. Conversely, during high personal

performance, average intentions had a significant impact on

goal-related affect, such that those with generally low inten-

tions experienced the greatest satisfaction. Thus, we observed

that the tendency to respond strategically to discrepancies

between general intentions and performance is apparent only

during high performance. We attribute these results to people’s

tendency to prefer information that reflects well on the self,

such that chronic performance standards are used to bolster

affective evaluations under conditions of high personal perfor-

mance but are relatively unimportant during low personal

performance.

There are several implications of these findings. Most basi-

cally, our results indicate that self-regulatory theories of affect,

including control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982) and self-

discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), make predictions whose

accuracy varies as a function of daily fluctuations in perfor-

mance. Those theories’ most fundamental prediction, the claim

that discrepancies between personal standards and behavior

relate to affect, was more accurate on days when participants

performed relatively well than when they performed relatively

poorly. We reached this conclusion by collecting longitudinal

data that allowed isolating between-person variables (e.g., rel-

atively stable performance standards) and within-person vari-

ables (e.g., changes in performance levels across days within

persons).

Previous self-regulation research typically has not drawn

these distinctions, which could help explain some previously

inconclusive findings. For example, although Higgins, Klein,

and Strauman (1985) found that discrepancies based on

ideals/aspirations related to experiencing different emotions

than did discrepancies based on oughts/duties, a later replica-

tion attempt did not observe that pattern (Tangney, Niedenthal,

Covert, & Barlow, 1998). Because personal ideals and duties

likely represent relatively stable aspects of people’s self-

concepts, our findings indicate that discrepancies based on

these self-standards should predict affect most strongly on days

when one perceives oneself to perform relatively well than rel-

atively poorly. Accordingly, if the different overall batteries of

measures completed by participants in the studies by Higgins

and colleagues (1985) and Tangney and colleagues (1998) dif-

ferentially impacted participants’ self-perceived performance

levels, this difference could help to explain the studies’

Figure 1. Interaction between average intentions and within-person
minutes of exercise predicting next-day positive affect scores in Study
l (top) and Study 2 (bottom).
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different conclusions regarding the predictive utilities of ideal-

and ought-based discrepancies. Future work is needed to exam-

ine this possibility as well as our more basic assumption that

current performance levels impact the accessibility of one’s rel-

atively stable self-standards.

The present findings also may have implications for

research on intention–behavior gaps. Although previous stud-

ies have shown that intentions and behavior are moderately

correlated (Sheeran, 2002), high intentions do not engender

large changes in behavior (Webb & Sheeran, 2006). The

intention–behavior gap may exist, in part, due to people’s ten-

dency to differentially respond to their chronic intentions

depending on the situation (high vs. low performance). The

inconsistent amounts of attention applied to one’s chronic

intentions across days could help to explain evidence that

intentions, in turn, inconsistently relate to behavior across

time (Webb & Sheeran, 2006). Moreover, if low performance

continues across time, people may begin to lose sight of their

chronic standards (in part, to protect a positive self-view).

Several studies have indicated that planning prompts and

cue-based reminders help people to follow-through with their

intentions (Rogers & Milkman, 2016; Rogers, Milkman, John,

& Norton, 2015). Thus, reminders may be especially helpful

when people are struggling to reach a goal because they help

to mitigate people’s tendency to pay relatively less attention

to chronic standards.

Moreover, to the extent that people are motivated to attend

to their successes and minimize their failures, these findings

may help to clarify why people often view themselves as above

average (self-enhancing effects). Given that the present studies

found evidence that people’s average intentions (rather than

within-person fluctuations) predict affective responses, these

findings suggest that this tendency is grounded in relatively sta-

ble between-person differences. Another implication of this

finding is that brief periods of goal-directed success may be

insufficient for developing goal-directed engagement; rather,

it may be through repeated experiences that people derive satis-

faction from meeting their chronic standards. Increasingly,

there is evidence that relating a behavior to one’s self-

concept is a critical predictor of longitudinal behavioral out-

comes (Sweeney, Wilson, & Van Horn, 2017). Future research

may consider examining how daily experiences of success (vs.

failure) and the development of chronic personal standards

relate to enduring changes in the self-concept.

A secondary aim of the present research was to examine

whether there is a positive implication of the hypothesized ten-

dency to differentially respond to intention–behavior discre-

pancies. Results from Studies 1 and 2 showed that greater

positive affect on average was associated with sustained

goal-related effort, as reflected in daily-level exercise behavior.

Recent longitudinal research suggests that day-to-day affect is

relatively stable, with one third to one half of the variance in

people’s daily affect being explained by trait-like dynamics

rather than state-level processes (Hudson, Lucas, & Donnellan,

2017). We found that between-person differences rather than

within-person daily fluctuations in affect were more strongly

associated with exercise behavior across time. To the extent

that average positive affect promotes sustained goal pursuit,

strategically responding to intention–behavior discrepancies

may serve an adaptive function.

By assessing relations between current goal-related affect

and subsequent goal-directed efforts, the present research is

also relevant to the broader literature on affect and goal pursuit.

Optimization-of-interest accounts of motivation suggest that

positive affect should increase goal-related efforts, whereas

negative affect should decrease goal-related efforts (Hulleman

& Harackiewicz, 2009; Ilies & Judge, 2005). Alternatively,

assuming that affect tracks the effectiveness of ongoing action,

control theory proposes that negative affect signals insufficient

goal-related progress, thus motivating increased goal-related

efforts (Carver, 2003). From this standpoint, positive affect sig-

nals satisfactory goal-directed progress, indicating that one is

free to decrease goal-related efforts (i.e., “coast”) and reallo-

cate efforts elsewhere. There have been few empirical tests

of the coasting prediction. One exception is Louro, Pieters, and

Zeelenberg (2007) who observed that positive goal-related

affect related to a decrease in goal-related effort when goal

attainment was perceived as near but to an increase in goal-

related effort when goal attainment was perceived as distant.
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Figure 2. Interaction between average intentions and within-person
minutes of exercise predicting next-day Self-Assessment Manikin
valence scores in Study l (top) and Study 2 (bottom).
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Our study’s intensive longitudinal design allowed examin-

ing the interest optimization and coasting predictions with anal-

yses that differentiated within-person effects (e.g., does one’s

current goal-related affect—relative to one’s average goal-

related affect—correlate with one’s next-day goal-directed

efforts?) and between-person effects (e.g., relative to others,

does one’s average level of goal-related affect correlate with

one’s daily goal-directed efforts?). The within-person effect,

by assessing fluctuations within a person across time, corre-

sponds most closely to control theory’s assumption that affect

fluctuates in response to dynamic changes in the amount of dis-

crepancy between current and desired states. However, in nei-

ther of the two studies did the within-person analyses support

the coasting prediction. Although null effects can be difficult

to interpret, we did observe large effects of daily goal progress

on daily goal-related affect, which attests to the sensitivity of

the daily measure of goal-related affect to daily fluctuations

in goal progress. Both studies included repeated observations

for relatively large samples, indicating that statistical power

does not appear a likely explanation for the lack of an inhibi-

tory effect of goal-related positive affect on subsequent goal-

directed behavior.

Although the null within-person effects of current-day’s

goal-directed affect on next-day’s goal-directed behavior also

did not support interest optimization accounts, the between-

person analyses indicated that feeling more positive on average

about one’s effort to exercise was associated with sustained

goal-related effort, as reflected in daily exercise behavior.

Because goal-related affect likely reflects not only daily fluctu-

ating factors (e.g., performance) but also relatively stable fac-

tors (e.g., general interest), a positive relation between

average goal-related affect and daily goal-directed efforts is

consistent with optimization-of-interest accounts of motivation

suggesting that positive affect should encourage people to

increase their goal-related efforts, whereas negative affect

should encourage people to decrease their goal-related efforts.

However, an important limitation to an interest optimization

interpretation of our findings is that the between-person analy-

ses cannot establish causality. Further work is needed that

distinguishes between fluctuating and stable aspects of goal-

related affect, which could help to elucidate divergent path-

ways through which positive affect experienced during an

activity impacts subsequent behavior. By showing that peo-

ple’s average levels of affect predict daily fluctuations in their

performance, a preliminary interpretation of the present results

is that affect’s role in guiding goal pursuit functions more at a

trait-level than a dynamic state-level process. This interpreta-

tion appears consistent with evidence from studies indicating

that experiencing positive affect during or immediately after

engaging in exercise is associated positively with exercise

intentions and future behavior (Kwan & Bryan, 2010; Williams

et al., 2008).

A limitation of the present research is that exercise was self-

reported. Past research has found moderate levels of agreement

between the IPAQ and accelerometry-estimated physical activ-

ity (.65–.88; Craig et al., 2003). Although efforts were taken to

minimize self-report bias (e.g., participants were instructed to

complete the daily surveys regardless of their exercise perfor-

mance), future research would benefit from using more objec-

tive measures of physical activity. Furthermore, although the

present study design allows examining how goal-related pro-

cesses unfold in a relatively naturalistic manner across time,

future experimental research is needed to confirm whether

manipulated experiences of low versus high performance cause

strategic affective responses.

The present research expands on past research by providing

evidence that intention–behavior discrepancies have a stronger

impact on affective evaluations during high (rather than low)

personal performance. Future research aiming to strengthen

behavioral intentions and goal-directed performance may

explore how to minimize people’s naturalistic tendency to

avoid focusing on chronic standards under conditions of failure

and how to maximize people’s tendency to focus on chronic

standard conditions of success.
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Notes

1. See https://osf.io/tjsev/ for all measures, original data analysis plan,

and exclusion criteria.

2. Studies 1 and 2 were designed originally to detect a mean differ-

ence between two experimental groups. For the purpose of the

present analyses, we reasoned that the relatively large sample sizes

and repeated-measures designs would yield sufficient power for

testing these secondary research questions.

3. See supplemental material for further details about the construal-

level manipulation and additional measures not relevant to the cur-

rent analyses.
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Sjöström, M., Ainsworth, B., Bauman, A., Bull, F., Craig, C., & Sallis,

J. (2005). Guidelines for data processing and analysis of the Inten-

tional Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ) e Short and long

forms. Stockholm, Sweden: Karolinska Institute.

Sweeney, A. M. (2016). The making of a habit: The moderating role of

construal level on the development of automaticity (Unpublished

doctoral dissertation). Stony Brook University, New York, NY.

Sweeney, A. M., Wilson, D. K., & Van Horn, M. L. (2017). Longitu-

dinal relationships between self-concept for physical activity and

neighborhood social life as predictors of physical activity among

older African American adults. International Journal of Beha-

vioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 14, 67.

Tangney, J. P., Niedenthal, P. M., Covert, M. V., & Barlow, D. H.

(1998). Are shame and guilt related to distinct self-discrepancies?

A test of Higgins’s (1987) hypotheses. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 75, 256–268.

Twenge, J. M., Catanese, K. R., & Baumeister, R. F. (2003). Social

exclusion and the deconstructed state: Time perception,

meaninglessness, lethargy, lack of emotion, and self-awareness.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85, 409–423.

Vallacher, R., & Wegner, D. (1989). Levels of personal agency: Indi-

vidual variation in action identification. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 57, 660–671.

Webb, T. L., & Sheeran, P. (2006). Does changing behavioral inten-

tions engender behavior change? A meta-analysis of the experi-

mental evidence. Psychological Bulletin, 132, 249–268.

Wichstrøm, L., von Soest, T., & Kvalem, I. L. (2013). Predictors of

growth and decline in leisure time physical activity from adoles-

cence to adulthood. Health Psychology, 32, 775–784.

Williams, D. M., Dunsiger, S., Ciccolo, J. T., Lewis, B. A., Albrecht,

A. E., & Marcus, B. H. (2008). Acute affective response to a

moderate-intensity exercise stimulus predicts physical activity par-

ticipation 6 and 12 months later. Psychology of Sport and Exercise,

9, 231–245.

Author Biographies

Allison M. Sweeney is a postdoctoral fellow at the University of

South Carolina. Her research focuses on developing theory-based

interventions to improve health outcomes among underserved popula-

tions and understanding the social-cognitive, motivational, and envi-

ronmental processes that underlie health behavior change.

Antonio L. Freitas is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Stony

Brook University. His research focuses on understanding self-regula-

tion using behavioral and EEG methods.

Handling Editor: Joseph Cesario

12 Social Psychological and Personality Science XX(X)



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


