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Abstract 

Literature on goal focus has demonstrated that focusing on the process, instead of the 

outcome, is more beneficial with respect to successful goal pursuit. However, there is only a 

small body of literature that has focused on the moderating effect goal difficulty in this 

context. In the present experimental study, it was predicted that for participants that chose a 

relatively hard goal, process focus would result in a more successful goal pursuit, whereas for 

participants that chose a relatively easy goal, outcome focus would result in more successful 

goal pursuit. In this two-part online Qualtrics study, we gathered the participants (N = 60) via 

different social media platforms and via a platform for first-year students (participating for 

course credit). In this study, a between-subjects design was utilized where we manipulated 

goal focus (process versus outcome focus). Inconsistent with our prediction, the results 

indicated that there is no evidence to suggest that goal difficulty moderated the relationship 

between goal focus and successful goal pursuit, t(59) = .59, p = .56. However, in the 

explorative analysis a marginally significant main effect for the manipulation was found, 

t(59) = 1.41, p = .16. Which might indicate that participants adopting an outcome focus are 

more successful in pursuing their goal. This research is part of a growing body of literature 

on the role of goal focus in successful goal pursuit. The new insights of this study may 

contribute to future research on similar topics. 

Keywords: goal focus, successful goal pursuit, goal difficulty 
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The Influence of Goal Focus on Successful Goal Pursuit: The Role of Goal Difficulty 

According to Albert Einstein: “If you want to live a happy life, tie it to a goal, not to 

people or things.”. It is crucial to develop goals to successfully manage many different life 

challenges regarding your identity, social relations, and occupational pathways (Erikson, 

1968). Moreover, research on motivation states that goals are essential for amongst others, 

subjective well-being, acquisition of resources and enhancing performance (Freund & 

Hennecke, 2015). Unfortunately, there exists a gap between people’s intentions to pursue 

goals and their behavior (Steel, 2007). It is of importance to understand why some 

individuals, who want to reach their goal, fail where others succeed. Therefore, it is important 

to understand which factors, under what conditions, lead to successful goal pursuit.  

One factor that appears to be promising in this regard is goal focus. It means that you 

can either focus on the process or the outcome of the goal. A process focus can be explained 

by the amount that individuals focus on the means (steps) towards a goal (Freund & 

Hennecke, 2015). On the contrary, Sansone and Thomas (2005) define outcome focus as: 

“The motivation to engage in an activity because it leads to a certain end”. Research by 

Freund and Hennecke (2012) demonstrated that focusing on the process instead of the 

outcome of behavior change may be one of the factors contributing to successfully pursuing 

difficult goals. This is in line with research by Pham and Taylor (1999) who found that 

stimulating a process focus rather than an outcome focus, was most beneficial for passing an 

academic exam. Thus, there is some literature that suggests that focusing on the process is 

more beneficial for successful goal pursuit. However, it remains a question whether focusing 

on the process is always most beneficial. Therefore, it is of importance to investigate how 

both types of goal focus influence successful goal pursuit.  

Literature indicates that it may depend on the difficulty of the goal one is pursuing. 

Vallacher et al. (1989) found that having a process focus was beneficial when individuals 
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pursued a difficult task, while an outcome focus resulted in better performance on easy tasks. 

For that reason, we will investigate the effects of goal focus on successful goal pursuit, and 

the extent to which this is moderated by goal difficulty. 

Successful Goal Pursuit 

“Goals as cognitive representations of desired or dreaded states that are to be 

approached or avoided though action” (Freund & Hennecke, 2015). Besides, goals are 

described as the reference point or standard of comparison against which we evaluate our 

current state or behavior (Carver & Schreier, 1990). Whether and when successful goal 

pursuit is realized by an individual, is subjectively judged by the individual self. In this line, 

research showed that successful goal pursuit is associated with positive affect and higher 

well-being (Harris et al., 2003). Nevertheless, just having goals without acting up on them is 

not enough, there is an urge in humans to pursue and attain them. This urge to pursue goals 

can be explained by the motivational force suggesting that we need to satisfy certain basic 

psychological needs. In this case needs such as relatedness, competence and autonomy are 

seen as the motivational force behind goal setting (Deci & Ryan, 2000). With this knowledge, 

it can be understood, to a greater degree, why individuals have the need to pursue goals. Yet, 

there is literature suggesting that even when individuals set goals they want to pursue, they 

often fail (Höchli et al., 2019). For example, many people make New Year’s Eve resolutions. 

Regardless, Norcross and Vangarelli (1989) found that of a sample of 200 participants 

(between 71% to 98% contacted at each time interval), only 55% maintained their New 

Year’s resolution for 1 month, 40% for six months, and only 19% for two years. Therefore, it 

is particularly relevant to ask ourselves: which factors do lead to successful goal pursuit? This 

question can be answered by reviewing the existing literature on goal pursuit. Research has 

shown that there are multiple factors that influence successful goal pursuit. Three important 

factors will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs.  
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First, feedback is a highly important factor for successful goal pursuit. The majority 

of motivation theories attest that positive feedback, instead of negative feedback, is in fact 

more effective in motivating goal pursuit (Zajonc & Brickman, 1969). A substantial amount 

of literature suggests that the information the individuals receive from successful or failed 

actions, permits them to accommodate and direct their efforts to match their challenge (Locke 

& Latham, 1990). The underlying mechanism can be simply explained by the idea that 

positive feedback increases an individual's confidence. In contrast, other theories report that 

negative feedback increases motivation more than positive feedback (Carver & Schreier, 

1998). Here the mechanism could be that negative feedback signals a lack of success and 

informs that more effort is needed. To summarize, feedback can be seen as a noteworthy 

factor that can influence successful goal pursuit. However, the contrasting findings in the 

literature make it more complex to use this information. 

Second, goal commitment is seen as one of the most important requisites of successful 

goal performance. Goal commitment can be defined as people’s attachment or determination 

to reach a pursued goal (Locke & Latham, 1990). Commitment is essential for successful 

goal attainment; if there is no commitment, a goal cannot have a motivational effect (Locke et 

al. 1988). It has been shown to affect behavior, motivation, persistence, and performance in 

various contexts (Latham & Locke, 2006). The underlying mechanism of commitment can be 

explained by the fact that individuals with higher levels of commitment put in more effort to 

attain a goal, possess a greater extent of persistence, and are thus more likely to accomplish 

the goal (Fishbach & Dhar, 2005).  

Third, mental contrasting combined with implementation intentions (MCII) has been 

proven to be effective regarding successful goal attainment (Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2010). 

Mental contrasting is when individuals describe their most important concern, elaborate on a 

positive future which relates to the successful achievement, and lastly elaborate on the facets 
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of the present reality that stand in the way of their successful achievement (Gollwitzer et al, 

2012). Moreover, implementation intentions are “if-then plans” that can make goal 

realization more likely (Gollwitzer, 1999). This mechanism is made clear by noticing how 

mental contrasting and forming “if-then plans” complement each other. Namely, mental 

contrasting creates strong goal commitment, which is essential for an “if-then plan” to be 

successful. Thus, mental contrasting combined with implementation intentions (MCII) targets 

both goal setting and goal striving (Gollwitzer et al, 2012). Summarizing, MCII is a 

mentionable predictor with respect to successful goal pursuit. Yet, we should be aware of the 

intention-behavior gap here. The gap can be described by the failure to translate intentions 

into desired behavior.  

In spite of the fact that several factors have already been proven to be effective with 

regard to successful goal pursuit, there is a more novel factor that has been underexposed in 

the literature, namely goal focus (Freund & Hennecke, 2012). This factor might be more 

straightforward to adopt compared to the already proven factors. We could argue, when 

evaluating the above-mentioned factors, that it would be quite difficult to, for instance, raise 

someone’s commitment to a goal, or to always have access to useful feedback. One of the 

two types of goal focus might be much easier to adopt, since shifting to a somewhat different 

focus might be relatively simple. 

Goal Focus  

Looking into the factors that prior to now have been known to result in successful 

goal pursuit is meaningful and vital for our understanding of how individuals best pursue 

their goal. Goal focus can be interpreted by the notion that individuals can either pay 

attention to the process (the means) or to the outcome (the ends) when pursuing a goal 

(Freund & Hennecke, 2015). Simply put, process focus is the extent to which a person pays 

attention to the aspects of the goal, compared to outcome focus, where a person pays 
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attention to the desired outcome of the goal (Freund & Hennecke, 2015). Typically, process 

focus is associated with being more concrete, proximal, and guiding goal-related action. In 

contrast to outcome focus, which is generally more abstract, distal and provides direction and 

meaning. Further, while focusing on the process provides guidance for actions, outcomes 

give those actions direction (Little, 1998).  

Moreover, there are individual differences when it comes to the extent to which 

individuals focus on the process or outcome. For instance, younger individuals more likely 

focus on the outcome of goal pursuit, while older individuals more likely focus on the process 

(Freund et al., 2010). Furthermore, personality traits influence self-regulatory behaviors and 

hence the situation-specific outcomes. So, personality traits can be seen as the starting point 

for acknowledging how individuals regulate themselves when pursuing goals (Lee et al., 

2003). However, a study by Simon (1967) has a promising view of emotions as quick and 

ready goal-selection mechanisms. From these views, it seems reasonable to assume that goal 

focus can be trait-like (chronic) as well as state-like (momentary). For these reasons, we can 

conclude that the goal focus individuals adopt is crucial with respect to successful goal 

pursuit. There is increasing amount of literature that repeatedly suggested that having a 

process focus is more beneficial compared to an outcome focus, in the light of successful goal 

pursuit. In the subsequent paragraph, we will discuss three beneficial effects process focus 

has been shown to have. 

First, research showed that when a high skill-level or self-regulation is required it is 

most beneficial to adopt a process focus to attain successful goal pursuit (Freund & 

Hennecke, 2015). More specifically when subjects learn a novel skill, a process focus helps 

them acquiring the required goal relevant means. Instead, an outcome focus prevents 

successful goal pursuit (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1999). In similar vein, Pham and Taylor 

(1999) demonstrated that students got a higher exam score when studying for the exam 
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(process), as compared to visualizing themselves obtaining a high grade (outcome). Second, 

adopting a process focus might lead to more positive affect and subjective well-being. Freund 

et al. (2010), demonstrated in their research how process focus has a positive relationship 

with emotional well-being and goal satisfaction, thereby also having an increased 

determination to pursue the goal over a three-month period. In this line, Freund and 

Hennecke (2012) demonstrated that process focus could modulate an individual’s thoughts 

and behaviors, therefore influencing their emotional well-being. Third, having a process 

focus is beneficial when it comes to pursuing long term goals. Especially for this type of 

goals, that over time need continuous efforts, concentrating on the steps towards the goal 

instead of focusing on the wanted outcome may help to sustain motivation even when 

presented with obstacles (Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994). 

Why process focus has these beneficial effects could be explained by the following 

three theories. First, having a process focus is less frustrating than an outcome focus for the 

reason that during the process of working on your goal, a process focus may present with 

more chances for positive reinforcers during the pursuit of the goal, which makes the goal 

pursuit less destructive (Locke & Latham, 2002). Second, in research by Taylor, Pham, 

Rivkin, & Amor (1998) it was demonstrated that the individuals in the process simulation 

achieved better performance in academic context. Arguably a process focus facilitates here 

the identification of the steps needed for successful goal pursuit. Lastly, when studying for an 

exam process focus is more beneficial. This is the case since it motivates students to 

concentrate on determinate steps towards successful goal pursuit instead of focusing on a 

more far-off goal. Therefore, also preventing procrastination due to loss of focus (Krause & 

Freund, 2014). 

Thus far, the literature on goal focus favors the adaptiveness of process focus. 

However, there is some literature suggesting that an outcome focus is adaptive in certain 
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cases. First, in a book by Freund et al. (2012) it was demonstrated that it in fact depends on 

the phase of goal pursuit which goal focus is more favorable. Freund et al. (2012) showed 

that an outcome focus is more beneficial for deciding on the right choice during the 

goalsetting phase. Second, in the article by Zimmerman and Kitsantas (1999) it was described 

that an outcome focus can increase performance in the situation where all the steps towards 

goal pursuit need to be merged as a combined whole.  

So, why is an outcome focus more adaptive in certain situations? First, it is expected 

that an outcome focus is more profitable in the goal setting phase (Freund & Hennecke, 

2015). Thus, we could argue that with an outcome focus it becomes easier to consider and 

have an overview of which methods (means) are most profitable in reaching successful goal 

pursuit. Another explanation is that an outcome focus could remind you of the value of the 

outcome of the goal, particularly when faced with obstacles (Kaftan & Freund, 2018). 

Unfortunately, there is still more research needed to have more comprehensible explanations. 

However, we hypothesize that the impact of goal focus on successful goal pursuit depends on 

another variable, namely goal difficulty. 

 

Goal Difficulty 

Goal difficulty refers to people’s perception of how hard it is to achieve a desired end 

state (Brehm et al., 1983). Intuitively it might seem logical that an easy goal may be simple to 

attain. However, the classic work by Locke and Latham (1990) on goal setting suggests that 

goals that are difficult and specific are in fact better suited for goal success and subjective 

well-being. This could be explained by the notion that the high expectations in difficult goals 

generate greater pressure and as a result prompt effort (Locke & Latham, 1990). Additionally, 

under particular conditions, as long as the goal is reachable, individuals are willing to do 

more as goal pursuit requires more effort (Brehm et al., 1983). Moreover, people associate 
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higher effort in goal pursuit with increased awards and thus using the “higher effort-higher 

reward” rule when pursuing goals (Bijleveld et al., 2012). In this line, the study by Vallacher 

et al. (1989) observed that when individuals pursued demanding tasks, it was favorable to 

adopt a process focus. Yet what they also found, was that focusing on the outcome resulted in 

a better accomplishment on easy tasks. This can be explained by the idea that individuals 

appreciate and integrate their own motivations for striving, which might give them a “boost” 

towards the goal. So, concluding from the existing literature it seems plausible that the 

relation between goal focus and successful goal pursuit might be moderated by goal 

difficulty. 

Present Research 

In this present study, predict that for participants that chose a relatively hard goal, 

process focus would result in more successful goal pursuit, whereas for participants that 

chose a relatively easy goal, outcome focus would result in a more successful goal pursuit. In 

this experimental research we conducted a two-part online study in which individuals were 

divided in either the process- or outcome focus condition. Participants were asked to think of 

a goal to work on, and we measured the effect of goal pursuit five days later.  

We believe the present research is innovative in three crucial ways. First, this research 

was in a more natural setting compared to studying participants in the lab (Pham and Taylor, 

1999), which will add to the realism of the research. Many studies in this domain of research 

have been conducted in the lab. However, in our study we used a two-part online study which 

could be filled out at any place or time. Second, most existing literature focuses on specific 

goals that are determined by the researchers. For instance, in the study by Freund and 

Hennecke (2012) the participants were participating in a weight-loss program, thus their goal 

was already chosen for them. In our study, however, participants were free to choose their 

own goal. Which might prevent steering participants in a certain direction. Third, there is 
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considerably little research done on the role of goal focus in successful goal pursuit. Up until 

now, there is no general conclusion in the literature about the significance of goal focus on 

successful goal pursuit and the role of goal difficulty. This research will therefore contribute 

to a currently small but growing body of literature. 

 

Method 

Participants and Design 

A total of 267 cases were included in the dataset. Numerous cases were removed in 

the three following steps, due to participants not conforming with the study requirements. 

First, we removed 202 participants due to incompleteness. The criterion we used for this step 

was that participants had to have completed the study until at least the seriousness check (the 

final question in part 2 of the study), otherwise they were removed from the dataset. It should 

be noted, however, that the majority, namely 141 of the 202 removed cases did not finish part 

1 at all. In fact, most of them did not even fill out a single question. To be specific, these 

individuals opened the survey and then decided not to partake (or to do so at a later time). 

Further, of the 126 participants who did fill out part 1, five forgot to submit their answers. 

This resulted in their answers not being officially saved, and therefore they never received the 

email to part 2 of the study. Of the remaining 121 participants, only 65 filled out part 2 of the 

study, all of them did until the final question (the seriousness check). Second, of the 

remaining 65 participants one participant was removed, because this person indicated that 

they did not particpate seriously. Third, we screened whether participants wrote down a goal 

in the survey. We agreed that when the goal was completely nonsensical, we would remove 

the case. None of the 64 participants were removed due to a nonsensical goal. In the last step, 

four participants were excluded. Namely, two participants did not write down their goal in 

part 2, so we could not check whether they certainly pursued the same goal they noted down 
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in part 1. The last two excluded participants reported that they switched goals between part 1 

and part 2.  

Our final dataset therefore consisted of 60 participants namely 35 females, 24 males 

and 1 person selected the ‘other/do not wish to share’ option (Mage = 31.58, SD = 14.62), with 

an age range between 17 and 66. The participants were gathered through personal contacts of 

the researchers including family and friends. Further, they were gathered via different social 

media platforms (Instagram, Facebook, and WhatsApp), on which it was further spread 

among their contacts. The study population also included first-year students at the University 

of Groningen who participated in exchange for course credit. 

Concerning the research design, we made use of a between-subjects design. The study 

contained one independent variable, namely goal focus. The independent variable consisted 

of two levels: process focus and outcome focus. The participants were randomly assigned to 

one of the two conditions. In the present study we examined successful goal pursuit as the 

dependent variable and goal difficulty as the moderator. It should be noted that this study was 

part of a larger project that included additional variables, which will not be discussed here. 

The complete list with all included variables that we measured can be found in Table 1 in 

Appendix A. 

Materials and Procedure 

Participants were gathered using an online Qualtrics survey (www.qualtrics.com). The 

survey contained multiple-choice questions and a few open questions, which will be 

discussed in the following paragraphs. 

Goal Recall Task 

In the first part of the online survey, we asked the participants to pick a goal they 

would work on for the next five days and describe it. The goal could be as small or big as 

they liked. Further, this could be a goal which they already have been working on (for a 
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maximum period of three months) or a new goal. We added this requirement, considering the 

idea that if they worked longer than three months on the goal, they might already have a 

certain focus or strategies in which they work on the goal. This would undermine our 

manipulation in that case. 

Goal Difficulty 

The moderator goal difficulty was assessed with one question: “To what extent do 

you think your goal is difficult to pursue?” on a 7-point Likert scale (1= very easy to 7= very 

difficult).  

Goal Focus Manipulation 

 Furthermore, the participants were randomly assigned to either the process focus, or 

outcome focus condition. Our manipulation consisted of three parts: an inspirational quote, a 

brief description of the benefits of the relevant focus, and questions aimed to trigger the 

relevant focus. First, for individuals in the process focus condition, we used the quote “A 

Goal without a Plan is just a Wish”. We specifically decided to use a quote that emphasizes 

the fact that it is beneficial to focus on the process (a plan) for successful goal achievement. 

In this way we tried to implicitly place the idea in their mind that having a plan, focusing on 

the process rather than the outcome, would be favorable for successful goal pursuit. Second, 

we provided the participants with the following information: “Current research has shown 

that, when pursuing a goal, focusing on the tasks you need to complete is a very effective 

approach to achieve one’s goal.” Here we also attempted to implant the idea in their mind 

that focusing on the process (tasks) is beneficial when pursuing a goal. We explicitly did not 

compare the process focus to an outcome focus (e.g. saying it is better to focus on the tasks 

than the end result), because we thought that might unintentionally trigger an outcome for 

some participants. We also certainly did the opposite in the outcome focus condition, where 

we made sure not to refer to the process at all. Third, we asked them three questions that were 
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related to the steps in which they would work on their goal. The first one asked them to 

describe three ways in which they could work on their goal right now, the second to describe 

how working on the three steps they mentioned will help them to pursue/achieve their goal, 

and the third to describe how they would feel while working on the steps they needed to take 

to pursue their goal. We assumed this would implicitly stir them in a process focus direction. 

Lastly, we ended the survey with the instruction to focus on the tasks they need to do to 

achieve their goal over the next five days. This was a last reminder to move the participants 

in the direction of process focus. 

For the individuals in the outcome focus condition, we first used the quote “Begin 

with the End in Mind”. We chose this quote to emphasize that focusing on the outcome is 

favorable regarding successful goal achievement. Second, we presented the following 

information: “Current research has shown that, when pursuing a goal, focusing on the desired 

outcome is a very effective approach to achieve one’s goal.” Moreover, in this condition we 

attempted to underline the fact that focusing on the outcome is most beneficial when pursuing 

a goal. Third, we asked them three questions that were related to their desired outcome. The 

first one asked them to describe what their desired outcome would look like, the second to 

describe how thinking about the outcome would help them to pursue their goal, and the third 

to describe how they would feel when achieving their desired outcome. We considered that 

these questions would place them in an outcome focused mindset. This time we ended the 

survey with the instruction to focus on their desired outcome over the next five days.  

Successful Goal Pursuit 

The participants received an email reminder two days after completing part 1, reminding 

them to keep attending to the relevant focus. Exactly five days after they filled in the 

questionnaire, they got access to the second part of the study. Moreover, we measured the 

dependent variable, successful goal pursuit, in the second part of the online study (α = .875). 
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We assessed the dependent variable with two items: “To what extent do you think you 

successfully pursued your goal over the past 5 days?” and “To what extent did you make 

progress towards your goal over the past 5 days?”. The responses were measured on a 7-point 

Likert scale (1= not at all to 7= extremely). 

Manipulation Check 

Lastly, we included a manipulation check (in the second survey) which allowed us to 

analyze whether the participants indeed adopted the focus of the condition they were assigned 

to. Here participants had to rate “Over the last couple of days I primarily focused on:”, on a 

7-point Likert scale (ranging from 0 = the process toward my goal to 7 = The outcome of my 

goal). Further, we added two adherence checks that concerned the goal recall task, to analyze 

whether they followed our instructions. First, we asked them “throughout the study, did you 

stick to the same goal?”, the answer possibilities were either “no” or “yes”. Lastly, we asked 

them to “Please write down once more what your initial goal was. If you changed the goal 

during the last few days, please state both goals and indicate which was the initial, and which 

was the new goal.” Further we included a seriousness check to determine whether they took 

part seriously. This check included two answer possibilities namely: “Yes, I have taken part 

seriously” and “No, I did not take part seriously, please remove my items”.  

 

Results 

 With respect to the data analysis, we used IBM SPSS Statistics (version 25) and the 

PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013). All assumptions were checked and met. The Shapiro-Wilk 

test (W = 0.94, p < .05) and the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (D = 0,152, p < .05) were both 

significant, which indicates that the data significantly deviates from a normal distribution. 

However, the values for skewness (.018) and kurtosis (-1.114) were both between -2 and 2. 

Which is considered acceptable to prove normality (George & Mallery, 2010). Thus, we 
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decided to proceed with the planned analyses. We should however be cautious when 

interpreting the data. 

Manipulation Check 

We conducted a manipulation check (where we asked participants to what extent they 

had focused on the outcome vs. process during their goal pursuit) to test whether our 

manipulation worked as intended. We did this by running an ANOVA with our goal focus 

manipulation as the independent variable and our manipulation check item as the dependent 

variable. As predicted, participants in the outcome focus condition had a higher mean (M = 

4.42, SD = 1.82) than participants in the process focus condition (M = 3.63, SD = 1.84). With 

the provision that a higher score reflected more of an outcome focus during the five days, this 

result could be suggestive of that the manipulation did work as intended. However, the effect 

was only marginally significant, F(1, 59) = 2.80, p = .10, ηp2 = .046. This could be due to the 

relatively low sample size of our study. Nevertheless, despite the pattern of means being in 

the predicted direction, we must exert some caution when interpreting our results.  

Hypothesis Test 

 Subsequently, we tested our hypothesis that for participants that chose a relatively 

hard goal, process focus would result in more successful goal pursuit, whereas for 

participants that chose a relatively easy goal, outcome focus would result in a more 

successful goal pursuit. We performed a moderator analysis with goal focus as the 

independent variable, successful goal pursuit as the dependent variable and goal difficulty as 

the moderator. In contrast with our hypothesis, there was no significant interaction effect, 

t(59) = .59, p = .56. Hence, there is no evidence to suggest that goal difficulty moderated the 

relationship between goal focus and successful goal pursuit. For the manipulation, we did not 

find a significant main effect t(59) = .35, p = .72. Thus, there was no significant difference 

between the participants in the process focus condition (M = 3.96, SD = 1.46) compared to 



THE ROLE OF GOAL DIFFICULTY   

   

18 

participants in the outcome focus condition (M = 4.06, SD = 1.46). Lastly, we did not find a 

significant main effect for the moderator t(59) = -.97, p = .33.  

Explorative Test 

 In addition to our main hypothesis test, we decided to conduct an exploratory 

analysis, because our manipulation did not completely work out as we anticipated. Thus, we 

repeated our main analysis with the manipulation check as the independent variable instead, 

while the other variables remained the same. Participants could indicate, on the manipulation 

check (in part 2 of the questionnaire), to what extent they actually focused on the process or 

outcome focus during their goal pursuit (regardless of what goal focus condition they were 

assigned to). It was useful to conduct this analysis, since measuring the goal focus people 

actually adopted, could serve as an informative alternative independent variable to our 

manipulation. Yet, a drawback of using the manipulation check as the independent variable 

was that it was a measured, rather than manipulated, variable. We can therefore be much less 

certain about its causal relationship with successful goal pursuit. Therefore, we should 

interpret the results of this analysis with a lot of caution. 

In contrast to our hypothesis, there was again no significant interaction effect t(59) = 

.99, p = .33. Hence, there is again no evidence to suggest that goal difficulty moderated the 

relationship between reported goal focus and successful goal pursuit. For the manipulation, 

we did find a marginally significant main effect this time, t(59) = 1.41, p = .16. This finding 

in fact might indicate that the more the participants reported adopting an outcome focus, the 

more successful they indicated they were in pursuing their goal during the study. Considering 

the existing literature about goal pursuit, this is a contrasting finding. Lastly, we again did not 

find a significant main effect of the moderator t(59) = -.83, p = .41. On the grounds of this, 

we can conclude that goal difficulty on its own, regardless of goal focus, does not influence 

successful goal pursuit. 
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Discussion 

The purpose of this paper was to investigate whether goal difficulty moderated the 

relationship between goal focus and goal pursuit. The hypothesis was the following: for 

participants that chose a relatively hard goal, process focus would result in a more successful 

goal pursuit, whereas for participants that chose a relatively easy goal, outcome focus would 

result in more successful goal pursuit. We did not find a significant effect, which is 

surprising, given the existing literature. Namely, previous research on goal focus suggests 

that adopting a process focus is beneficial for difficult goals in the context of successful goal 

pursuit (Freund & Hennecke, 2012). While, focusing on the outcome resulted in a better 

performance on easy tasks (Vallacher et al., 1989). Thus, it is crucial to make an attempt to 

explain, and also, to explore what these findings precisely indicate. We will do so by 

considering the subsequent methodological and theoretical explanations. 

Methodological Explanations 

In the following paragraphs four explanations will be discussed that might help to 

explain why we were unable to measure a moderator effect due to the set-up of our study. 

The first explanation could be that because of the short time frame (five days), people 

were more inclined to choose relatively easy goals instead of relatively difficult goals. Since 

they might have thought that the goal had to be achieved in those five days. Thus, it might be 

the case that in this study it was hard to discriminate between difficult and easy goals, which 

could explain why we were not able to detect a moderator effect. A second explanation could 

be that, in this study, we did not send daily reminders to the participants. Since participants 

just go on with their lives, it is possible that they failed to recall their goal and relevant focus 

during the study, and it might even be plausible that not everybody stuck completely to their 

goal. Therefore, the reminders could possibly have helped to again bring attention to the goal 

and focus. Which could have helped to strengthen the manipulation. A third reason could be 
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that because there is no clear-cut definition of what an easy or difficult goal, it is hard to 

separate the two. Whether a goal is difficult or easy depends on the context and on the 

individual. In this study participants could indicate whether they thought their goal was 

difficult or not. However, if we would have assigned participants relatively easy and difficult 

goal, it might have been more objective. 

 A fourth reason could be that a relatively indirect manipulation was used. Instead of 

concretely stating that the participants had to adopt process or outcome focus, we explained: 

it is beneficial to focus on the tasks for successful goal pursuit (process focus) and focusing 

on the desired outcome is a very effective (outcome focus). Thus, we did state for each 

condition what was beneficial to focus on. However, it was not explicitly mentioned that the 

participants should exclusively concentrate on this focus, and not on another. Therefore, it 

could have been the case that participants that were assigned to the outcome focus condition, 

unintentionally, as well focused on the process and vice versa. We could argue that our 

manipulation may well have been more effective if we did clearly state, for each person, in 

which condition they were. Since it would have been less ambiguous and easier for them to 

comprehend why they should pay attention to the certain focus. However, the reason why we 

did choose to have an indirect manipulation, was to prevent participants from looking up the 

terms process and outcome focus on the internet. The consequences could be that 

participants, for example, would find out that their focus is in fact not as beneficial for 

successful goal pursuit. Which then would undermine our study.  

Theoretical Explanations 

Further, it might be the case that we did not find an effect because there is no effect to 

be found. It could possibly be that the moderator goal difficulty, did in fact not moderate the 

relationship between goal focus and successful goal pursuit. We will discuss two 

explanations in the following section.  
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The first explanation could be that it is too difficult to entirely separate the two foci 

for all goals. We could argue that the distinction between process and outcome focus is 

relatively vague. For instance, when one would focus on the process, it is quite difficult to not 

pay any attention to the outcome of the goal. Thus, it might as well have been the case that 

participants in the outcome focus condition with easy goals, unintentionally, also focused on 

the process. This could explain why we did not find a moderating effect, since focusing on 

the steps for a relatively easy goal makes goal pursuit seem less effortful and therefore 

decrease motivation (Webb & Sheeran, 2003).  

A second explanation could be that it depends on the kind of goal people are pursuing. 

For instance, we could argue that for a specific goal (e.g., working out) adopting a process 

focus is more beneficial than an outcome focus. For instance, Kaftan and Freund (2018) 

found that adopting a process focus is more adaptive for overall goal achievement, in the 

context of adherence to workout plans. This is a very specific goal where all participants 

shared the goal of starting to intensively workout four times per week. In similar vein, in the 

study by Freund et al. (2010) a process focus instead of outcome focus, was positively related 

to self-reported exercise and regularity. Moreover, when someone wants to learn a new task, 

adopting a process focus is as well beneficial for successful goal pursuit. While an outcome 

focus might be more beneficial when certain goal-relevant means are already mastered.  

 (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1999). For example, in the research by Freund and Hennecke 

(2012) it was found that a process focus was related to success in dieting, while an outcome 

focus was negatively related. In this study all participants had to start a new diet which they 

would all would follow during six weeks. In conclusion, we might did not find an effect of 

goal difficulty because it might depend on the kind of goals people are pursuing. 

Exploratory Analysis 
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However, in the explorative analysis a marginally significant effect was in fact found. 

This finding might indicate that the participants that adopted an outcome focus, were more 

successful in pursuing their goal during the study. Although, we should interpret this effect 

with caution. At first glance this effect contrasts with what most existing literature on goal 

pursuit portrays (Freund & Hennecke, 2012). However, an explanation might be that under 

certain conditions, an outcome focus might be more beneficial compared to a process focus. 

Namely, it could have been the case, in this study, that participants wrote down short-term 

goals because they thought the goal had to be achieved within five days. And if so, it might 

be that participants in the outcome focus condition were more successful pursuing their goal, 

given that the deadline of the goal was very close. This can be explained by Heckhausen 

(1999) who found that when a deadline is approaching an outcome focus is more beneficial, 

since it revitalizes the goal. Additionally, in the study by Freund and Hennecke (2012), it was 

found that process focus was more beneficial in the context of a long-term weight-loss 

program. It could be argued that a process focus is beneficial for long-term goals. Because 

focusing on the means instead of the negative discrepancy to the desired outcome, could help 

maintain motivation (Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994). While, for short-term goals, that might have 

been chosen in this study, we could speculate that an outcome is more beneficial. 

Theoretical Implications 

It is meaningful to discuss the theoretical implications of our findings, even if we did 

not find a significant interaction effect of goal difficulty. This finding does not agree with the 

existing literature on goal difficulty, but rather challenges it. Therefore, it is difficult to 

conclude what this finding contributes to the existing literature. It might be the case that goal 

difficulty in fact does not moderate the relationship between goal focus and successful goal 

pursuit, yet that is not completely possible to conclude from this data. However, we did find a 

marginally significant effect in the explorative analysis for manipulation. Namely, that the 
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participants that adopted an outcome focus, were more successful in pursuing their goal 

during the study. That being the case, our findings are not completely in line with most of the 

existing literature (Freund & Hennecke, 2015). Although, there is little evidence that 

suggested that adopting an outcome focus may be more beneficial when the goal (for instance 

a deadline) is coming closer (Freund et al., 2012). So, we could argue that whether an 

outcome focus is adaptive or not, may depend on other factors. But despite that, it is 

important to do more research on this topic and handle this finding with caution. Further, our 

findings might indicate that, after all, goal focus is not something that can easily be altered or 

adopted by someone. Because it might be the case that people have ingrained preferences 

(Lee et al., 2003), or that it is goal-depended (Freund et al., 2012). Which, practically, could 

mean that goal focus may not be a useful factor when trying to help people reach their goals 

successfully. 

Limitations  

 The current study has two main limitations. One of the limitations of this study was 

that we ended up with a relatively limited sample size. One of the reasons for this was that it 

was difficult to gather enough participants in a short time frame. Due to the small sample size 

the generalizability of the study is limited. However, the low sample size is a consequence of 

something positive, namely: the relatively high degree of realism. In our study we wanted to 

make sure that participants chose a goal themselves and worked on it for a couple days, 

instead of filling out just one survey. In that case it namely would have been possible to 

gather a lot more data. A possible solution for this limitation would be to include more 

students that participate for course credit. The fact that students get course credit in return 

might motivate them to complete the second part of the survey. Another solution would be to 

make the surveys shorter; this makes it easier to gather people that want to participate. 

However, as mentioned before; this would be at the expense of the realism of the study. A 
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second limitation is that the time frame of the present study was quite short, namely five 

days. Because of this time constraint the participants had limited time to make meaningful 

progress on their goal. So, it was not possible to investigate long-term effects of focusing on a 

certain goal with the relevant focus. A straightforward solution would be to set out more time 

for the study.  

Future Research 

Future research should be direct toward the following four points. First, in future research it 

would be useful to address which focus is more beneficial to adopt when pursuing long-term 

versus short-term goals. Since, most existing research concentrates on long-term goals, where 

a process focus was mostly beneficial for successful goal pursuit. Therefore, it would be 

interesting to do more research in the future, to see whether for short-term goals an outcome 

focus would be beneficial. Second, in future studies it is needed to investigate the operational 

distinction between process- and outcome focus. Since we argued that the distinction between 

these two foci is rather vague, which might have led to a lack of effect. Third, it would be 

important for future studies to investigate the different phases of goal pursuit more. Namely, 

the research by Gollwitzer (1990) stated that an outcome focus could perhaps be more 

adaptive in the pre-decisional phase when advantages and disadvantages of a goal need to be 

evaluated, whereas a process focus might be more adaptive during the actional phase. Lastly, 

since most literature about goal focus found that a process focus is more beneficial with 

respect to successful goal pursuit. Future studies are needed to conclude in which 

circumstances, or for which type of goals, an outcome focus could be more beneficial. Taking 

in consideration that there is a small amount of research that found that an outcome focus is 

more beneficial for goal pursuit, for instance in the stages of goal pursuit an outcome focus 

could provide a final boost of motivation (Freund et al., 2012).  

Conclusion 
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 This research aimed to identify whether for participants that chose a relatively hard 

goal, process focus would result in a more successful goal pursuit, whereas for participants 

that chose a relatively easy goal, outcome focus would result in a more successful goal 

pursuit. Taken together, the results of our research cannot conclude that goal difficulty 

moderates this relationship. Nonetheless, it is of importance to mention that we found a 

marginally significant main effect for manipulation in the explorative analysis. This could 

indicate that the more outcome focused individuals were, the more successful goal pursuit 

they indicated. Consistent with what we discussed before; this result is not completely in line 

with the existing literature. However, this result might provide new insight into goal focus 

and its relationship with successful goal pursuit. To better understand the implications of the 

findings, future studies could address the limitations we mentioned above. Further, it would 

be especially important to investigate individual differences and the type of goals in this 

context. All in all, we believe this study is a useful addition to the already existing literature. 

For the reason that the types of goal focus appear relatively simple to adopt, hence could be 

contributive in many different contexts such as education, health and occupation. 
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THE ROLE OF GOAL DIFFICULTY   

   

32 

 M   DV  

Self-esteem 

Task enjoyment 

Intrinsic and 

extrinsic 

motivation 

Self-efficacy 

Goal difficulty 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Motivation 

Contented

ness with 

accomplish

ment 

 

Successful 

goal 

pursuit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


