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Abstract
There are many ways in which researchers ask participants about their personal goals or projects, 
yet findings are subsequently considered interchangeable. This study experimentally tested 
whether different ways of asking participants about their goals elicits different goals and impacts 
reports of goal progress. Undergraduate participants (N = 285) were assigned to one of three 
conditions (personal projects, personal goals, open-ended goals), listed an unlimited number of 
goals they were currently pursing, rated each goal on a series of goal characteristics, and six weeks 
later reported on their goal progress. Results indicated that participants reported significantly more 
goals in the personal project condition than in the other two conditions, and that these goals were 
rated as less difficult. Overall, the present study provides further insight into the effects of the 
elicitation methods employed in goal pursuit research.
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Relevance Statement
Are different ways of eliciting personal goals equivalent? This experiment shows we can 
draw similar conclusions from studies that ask about goals in different ways, which can 
help build a unified field of research on personal goal pursuit.

Key Insights
• We manipulated how participants were asked about personal goals.
• Multiple goal characteristics were assessed for each goal.
• Different methodologies did not elicit very different goals.
• Similar conclusions can be drawn from studies with different operationalizations.

Pursuing personal goals is a ubiquitous aspect of human nature, so it is no wonder that 
psychology researchers have investigated how goal pursuit occurs. But to what extent 
do the ways that researchers study goal pursuit shape the answers they obtain? Past 
research has used various definitions of personal goals, along with numerous constructs 
that are similar to goals (e.g., personal projects, personal strivings). Conclusions from 
studies using these distinct constructs have been used to generalize to goal pursuit more 
broadly, assuming that the specific definition provided to participants, or the way that 
the list of personal goals is elicited, does not matter. We test this assumption directly 
by experimentally examining whether different ways of asking participants about their 
goals would elicit different goals and impact reports of goal progress.

Goal Elicitation and the Jangle Problem
Research on personal goals and other constructs that can be considered similar to goals, 
such as personal projects (Little, 1983), has led to a potential jangle fallacy (Kelley, 1927), 
which refers to the erroneous belief that constructs are theoretically different just be­
cause they have different names. Goals have been defined as “a cognitive representation 
of a desired end state that a person is committed to attain” (Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018, 
p. 163). Personal projects, on the other hand, are defined as “a set of interrelated acts 
extending over time, which is intended to maintain or attain a state of affairs foreseen 
by the individual” (Little, 1983, p. 276). Based on these definitions, goals are what people 
want, and personal projects are what people do (for a more thorough discussion of 
these distinctions and arguments, see Little, 2007, pp. 36–38). The lines between the two, 
however, are often blurred, and many researchers use the terms interchangeably (e.g., a 
book on personal projects has many chapters focusing on personal goals; Little et al., 
2007).

Beyond the conceptual definitions, many similarities can be found in the methods 
used to study these constructs. In both cases, participants are asked to think of the 
personal projects or personal goals that they are currently pursuing, engaged in, or are 
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planning to pursue, and are asked to name between 3–15 goals/projects (e.g., Koestner et 
al., 2002; Little & Gee, 2007). Each goal or project is then rated on several characteristics. 
Indeed, some researchers use personal projects methodology to examine what they term 
personal goals (e.g., Salmela-Aro et al., 2007; Sheldon & Kasser, 1998). For example, 
Sheldon and Kasser (1998) report using Little’s (1983) personal projects methodology to 
elicit goals for a study on personal goals and goal progress. In some cases, researchers 
do not even report the exact definition or wording that is used to elicit goals from 
participants, stating simply that participants were asked to name a certain number of 
personal goals (e.g., Riediger & Freund, 2004). Similarly, when reviewing past literature, 
authors typically combine findings from studies using personal project definitions with 
goal definitions (and include both in meta-analyses, e.g., Klug & Maier, 2015). There 
is currently no evidence, however, that supports such interchangeable use of these 
constructs. Is it the case that goals and personal projects, despite having different names 
and representing theoretically different constructs, are actually perceived in the same 
way by study participants? Or does the way researchers elicit goals from participants 
impact participants’ answers, and ultimately the conclusions that can be drawn from the 
research?

Furthermore, both definitions of goals and personal projects are specific definitions 
derived from researchers’ conceptualizations of goals. But how does this match up with 
what laypeople think about when asked about their goals? Do people spontaneously 
think of lofty, long-term goals? Or do they think about what they have to do in the 
near term? People’s lay understanding of what is meant by goals is likely to color 
their answers to this question, but this has not been investigated. Specifically, does 
the detailed description frequently used in research on personal goals result in people 
providing a different set of goals than what they would otherwise think of and pursue in 
their daily life? We know that simply setting goals can lead to greater progress on those 
goals (Norcross et al., 2002); are studies where researchers provide a detailed description 
of goals inherently manipulating something by leading participants to write down more 
goals, or different goals that they would otherwise be thinking about, thereby getting 
them to ‘set’ new goals and increasing goal attainment? If research on goal pursuit hopes 
to be relevant to people’s actual day-to-day goal pursuit, it needs to ensure that the 
way researchers ask about goals does not inadvertently lead participants to set more, or 
different goals than they would have otherwise.

Goal Characteristics
Each goal that a person pursues can be described along several dimensions that can 
characterize the nature of the goal (Austin & Vancouver, 1996). Here, we focused on four 
that have been consistently linked to goal progress, and thus are likely to be of particular 
interest to goal researchers: difficulty, specificity, commitment, and motivational quality.
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Goal difficulty represents the standard of attainment, or how much effort would be 
required for the individual to accomplish the goal (Locke & Latham, 1990). Relatedly, 
goal specificity corresponds to the level of abstraction of a goal (Carver & Scheier, 1982). 
Specific goals (sometimes referred to as concrete goals; Fujita & MacGregor, 2012), in 
contrast to broad/abstract goals, frequently have an identifiable end-point, and require 
relatively fewer, concrete actions to attain. Personal projects have been proposed to be 
more context-dependent than personal goals, and focus specifically on actions carried 
out in the service of goals (Little, 2007, p. 37). If this theoretical distinction exists, partici­
pants should view their personal projects as more concrete and grounded than the likely 
loftier and aspirational goals, which may be less specific and/or more difficult. In a simi­
lar vein, participants asked about personal projects should indicate more projects (since 
they are expected to be smaller, more specific actions that are easier to accomplish).

Commitment can be defined as determination (Locke & Latham, 1990), or “how long 
an individual is willing to strive for a specific goal” (Austin & Vancouver, 1996). Some 
level of commitment distinguishes goals from fantasies or wishes (Gollwitzer, 1990). And 
greater goal commitment has been linked to greater effort, persistence, and performance 
(Koestner et al., 2002). Given that commitment is an integral aspect of goals, we expected 
that when participants are asked to spontaneously think of personal goals (without 
any definitions or further prompts), they would be more likely to think of those goals 
to which they are most committed, such that commitment would be highest in that 
condition (compared to, for example, thinking about all the personal projects that they 
are currently pursuing).

Finally, motivational quality refers to the reasons why the person is pursuing the 
goal. Specifically, people can pursue a goal because it is interesting, enjoyable, feels like 
a part of the self, or is personally important (autonomous motivation), but also because 
of external or internal pressures (e.g., rewards, fear of negative consequences, guilt; 
termed controlled motivation; Ryan & Deci, 2017). More autonomous goals may be more 
closely integrated with other goals (Sheldon, 2014), and thus may be more chronically 
accessible and easier to bring to mind. When asked in an open-ended manner about their 
goals, people may thus be most likely to think about goals that are more autonomous 
(compared to when they are asked to consider all the specific projects or goals that they 
are currently pursuing).

In addition to these four characteristics, we examined goal progress and attainment. 
Progress concerns the amount of movement towards the desired end state (Carver & 
Scheier, 1982), whereas attainment is a dichotomous judgment of whether the goal was 
accomplished; this allows us to compute the number of goals that have been attained 
over a specific time period. If participants setting open-ended goals are indeed setting 
more abstract, difficult goals, they could be expected to attain fewer of these goals, 
despite subjectively feeling that they are generally making good progress on their goals. 
In contrast, personal projects, which focus on smaller, in-the-moment concerns, may 
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elicit goals that can be accomplished over a shorter time frame, such that more of them 
could be completed within the six weeks of the current study.

Present Study
The present study examined whether instructions used to elicit goals/personal projects 
affect (1) the number of goals participants report; (2) the characteristics of the goals they 
report; and (3) subsequent self-reported progress on those goals. We hypothesized that 
asking about personal projects would elicit more goals and result in greater goal attain­
ment, but that asking about goals in an open-ended manner would result in less specific, 
more difficult goals, that are greater in commitment and autonomous motivation. We had 
also pre-registered (https://osf.io/fjm7p) a secondary aim of this project: to examine to 
what extent self-reported Big Five personality traits correlated with individual differen­
ces in reports of goal characteristics and goal progress. Because this is beyond the scope 
of the current work (which is concerned with elicitation methods), we present these 
findings in the Supplementary Materials.

All hypotheses and planned analyses were pre-registered after data from wave 1 was 
collected, but before any of the data was cleaned or analyzed (see https://osf.io/fjm7p). 
Given the likelihood of null effects (i.e., it may not matter how we ask about goals), we 
supplemented frequentist analyses with Bayesian analyses that allow us to specify our 
confidence in the effects (null or otherwise). We report how we determined our sample 
size, all data exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures (either in the text or on 
OSF). All materials, data, syntax, and full output from the analyses can be found in the 
Supplementary Materials1.

Method

Participants and Procedure
Ethical approval was obtained from the university REB. Participants were 285 undergrad­
uate students (MAge = 20.12, SD = 3.89, 76% female) who completed the study for course 
credit. We aimed to collect at least 160 participants (to have 80% power to detect a 
medium effect size, f = .25, in a one-way ANOVA with three conditions), but planned 
to continue collecting data for the first six weeks of the winter 2020 semester (until 
reading week) to have power to detect smaller effects. We ended data collection with 289 
participants; 4 were removed: 1 withdrew from the study; 3 others were removed because 
they were outliers on the number of goals indicated, each with over 20 goals (more than 
3 SD from the mean, and clear outliers on visual inspection of the histogram in the 

1) Another (submitted) manuscript uses data from this study to examine the relation between depressive symptoms, 
goal characteristics, and goal attainment; there is no overlap in the results reported between the two manuscripts.

Milyavskaya, Leduc-Cummings, Carnrite et al. 5

Personality Science
2022, Vol. 3, Article e7975
https://doi.org/10.5964/ps.7975

https://osf.io/fjm7p
https://osf.io/fjm7p
https://www.psychopen.eu/


Supplementary Materials). Analyses were conducted with 285 participants (analyses with 
the outliers retained were essentially the same, and are reported in the Supplementary 
Materials).

Participants came into the lab and were randomly assigned to one of three goal 
elicitation conditions. They received an instructions sheet asking them to name all their 
current goals/personal projects in one of three ways (see the Supplementary Materials 
for exact wording):

1. Using the personal projects methodology, including a definition of personal projects 
(from Little & Gee, 2007).

2. Asking about personal goals, with a definition most commonly used in the personal 
goal literature (e.g., Koestner et al., 2008; Werner et al., 2016).

3. In an open-ended manner, without providing a definition of goals (“Everyone 
pursues goals. Please think of the goals you are currently pursuing and write them 
below.”).

A blank sheet was provided to participants to write down their goals/projects (there 
were no lines on the sheet, to avoid inadvertently suggesting to participants how many 
they ‘should’ be writing based on the number of blank spaces). After manually writing 
down all their goals/projects, participants entered their goals/projects one at a time into 
a computerized survey, rated each goal/project on several characteristics, and completed 
personality questionnaires (see OSF for full survey). Six weeks later, in an optional 
online survey, 122 participants (42%) reported their progress and attainment for each 
of the goals/projects2. There were no differences in the number of goals, the assigned 
conditions, or the goal characteristics between participants who completed the follow-up 
versus those who did not (see Supplementary Materials). A sensitivity analysis showed 
80% power to detect an effect size of f = .18 (η2 = .03) in time 1 data, and f = .28 (η2 = .07) 
in the follow-up.

Measures
Number of Goals

Participants were given a blank page to write down as many personal goals/projects as 
they wanted. They were then asked to count the number of goals written and enter this 

2) This follow-up was sent out in February–April 2020; the university was shut down for in-person classes due to 
COVID-19 on March 12, 2020. This likely contributed to the low response rate. To examine whether goal progress or 
attainment was impacted by COVID-related changes, we tested for differences in goal progress and attainment for 
those who responded before the date the university made the announcement (pre-COVID), and those who responded 
on or after that date(post-COVID). We also conducted a second analysis using a week after the announcement as 
the pre/post cut-off point. In both cases, there were (surprisingly) no differences in progress between those who 
completed the follow-up pre-COVID and post-COVID. We thus proceeded with the planned analyses of progress.
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number into the electronic survey; this was checked manually by research assistants, and 
when there was a discrepancy, the number written on the paper prevailed.

Goal Characteristics

For each nominated goal/project, participants rated each of the following characteristics 
using one face-valid item: specificity (“How would you define the current goal/project 
you are pursuing?” 1 = very specific; 7 = very broad); difficulty (“I think it will be 
difficult for me to reach this goal.”) and commitment (“I feel that I am committed to this 
goal.”), both scales 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree. For motivation, three items 
per goal assessed autonomous motivation (one item each for intrinsic, identified, and 
integrated), and two items assessed controlled motivation (one item each for external and 
introjected, Koestner et al., 2008). All items were rated on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree). Average specificity, difficulty, commitment, and autonomous and 
controlled motivation were calculated for each person by averaging across all of the 
person’s goals/projects.

Goal Progress and Attainment

This was assessed at the online follow-up 6 weeks after the initial in-lab study, and meas­
ured in two ways. First, for each goal/project, participants reported goal progress on one 
item (“I have made a lot of progress toward this goal”), rated on a 1 (strongly disagree) 
– 7 (strongly agree) scale. The average across all goals/projects comprised the continuous 
measure of goal progress. Second, for each goal/project, participants were asked whether 
they achieved the goal/project, were still pursuing it, abandoned it, changed or adjusted 
it, or were unsure; the total number of achieved goals/projects was counted.

Results

Descriptive Statistics
After removing the three outliers who listed more than 20 goals, the average number of 
goals amongst participants was 7.5 (SD = 3.5). The most frequent responses were either 
5 (15.3%), 6 (14.6%), or 7 (10.4%) goals. As can be seen in Table 1, these goals were rated as 
moderately difficult (higher than the midpoint of 4), and more specific rather than broad.
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Participants also reported being very committed to their goals. Motivation for goals was 
relatively more autonomous than controlled. To examine variability across goals, we 
computed the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) for each variable applied to goals 
nested within people; the ICC represents the proportion of the variance at the person 
level, with the rest of the variance representing the variance due to the goals themselves 
or to error. As in past research (e.g., Holding et al., 2017; Milyavskaya & Inzlicht, 2017; 
Nurmi et al., 2009; Werner et al., 2016), approximately 71 to 75% of the variance in goal 
characteristics and 88% of the variance in goal progress was at the goal level.

Effects of Goal Elicitation
We first examined differences across the three conditions on the number of goals that 
participants set (see Table 2 for all comparisons across condition). As hypothesized, par­
ticipants reported more goals in the personal projects condition than in the open-ended 
or personal goal conditions. A series of ANOVAs3 were conducted with difficulty, specif­
icity, commitment, and autonomous and controlled motivation as dependent variables. 
Contrary to pre-registered hypotheses, the open-ended goal condition did not elicit less 
specific goals, more difficult goals (than the detailed goals condition), or goals that 
were greater in commitment and autonomous motivation. There was a difference across 
conditions in difficulty, such that personal projects were rated as less difficult than goals 
entered in both the detailed and open-ended conditions. Finally, contrary to expectations, 
there were no differences across conditions in goal progress or goal attainment.

To check the robustness of these findings we conducted follow-up Bayesian analyses 
using JASP software4. We report all computed Bayes Factors (BFs) in Table 2. As can 
be seen, the results for number of goals and goal difficulty indicated that the model 
with elicitation condition entered as a predictor is thousands of times better than the 
null, strongly suggesting that there were differences across conditions for these variables. 
For specificity, the null is almost 20 times better, suggesting no effects of condition. 
For the other dependent variables, however, the results were somewhat less conclusive, 
suggesting moderate support.

3) Although we preregistered the use of a MANOVA, assumption of linear relationships among dependent variables 
were not met.

4) See Supplementary Materials for a detailed description of these analyses.
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We next examined the variability of goal characteristics across the goals, both by looking 
at the intraclass correlations (ICCs), and by computing the standard deviation for each 
characteristic across each person’s goals, separately for each condition. Full results are 
presented in the Supplementary Materials, but essentially suggest that although some 
differences in ICCs can be seen across conditions, goal elicitation did not significantly 
affect variability in any of the goal characteristics or goal progress across goals.

Additional Exploratory Analyses
Finally, in exploratory (non pre-registered) analyses, we examined whether responses 
are different for the first three or first four reported goals, compared to the average 
from all the goals reported, on each goal characteristic and goal attainment (using paired 
t-tests). This was done to examine the potential effects of asking participants to only list 
three or four goals, as is common in many studies of goal pursuit (e.g., Holding et al., 
2019; Milyavskaya et al., 2015). As seen in Table 3, there were differences in specificity, 
commitment, controlled motivation, and progress. Supplementary analyses found no 
interaction with condition (except for commitment) – that is, the first few goals were 
different from the average of all the goals in the same way across conditions. Overall, 
these analyses showed that the first few goals that a person reports are more specific, 
higher on commitment, more controlled (but not more or less autonomous), and slightly 
more difficult (only for the first three, not the first four). People also report (slightly) 
more progress on the first few goals5.

5) Additional analyses comparing the first 3 (or 4) goals to the remainder of the goals (excluding the first 3 or 4) show 
similar results; see Supplementary Materials.
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Discussion
The present study examined whether the way that goals are elicited makes a difference 
in the number and characteristics of goals that are reported, and in subsequent goal 
progress. In line with our hypothesis, we found that asking about personal projects 
led participants to report more goals than asking about personal goals using either the 
specific or open-ended formulation. These goals were also rated as less difficult, and 
participants in the personal project condition reported more commitment for their goals 
than the detailed goals condition (but not the open-ended goals). There were no other 
differences across conditions. Contrary to our hypotheses, the open-ended goal condition 
did not elicit less specific goals, and participants did not report more autonomous moti­
vation or greater commitment for these goals. There were also no differences across con­
dition in goal progress or goal attainment. Further Bayesian analyses suggested moderate 
support for the null hypotheses. Altogether, these findings suggest that these elicitation 
methods appear to result in mostly similar goals on most characteristics (other than 
difficulty). Unless difficulty or number of goals are of particular interest, research can 
likely continue to combine findings and draw conclusions across studies using different 
elicitations methodologies.

Overall, we found that participants reported a greater number of goals, which they 
rated as less difficult, in the personal projects condition. This fits with the theoretical 
understanding of personal projects as something that people are currently working on, 
which may include daily tasks that would not typically qualify as goals. It may also be 
that providing examples, and a longer definition, led participants to think more broadly 
about their day-to-day pursuits and record these as personal projects, even though they 
would not normally meet the definition of goals. We also did not examine the timescale 
of the goals that participants reported – that is, one key difference may have been 
in the extent to which participants in the different conditions set short-term versus 
long-term goals. However, given that more abstract goals typically take longer to attain, 
and conversely shorter-term goals could be expected to be more specific, combined with 
the lack of differences in specificity found the current study, it suggests that personal 
goals and personal projects do not elicit goals that are pursued on different timescales. 
Future research, however, needs to examine this more closely.

There were no differences between providing a detailed definition of goals and sim­
ply asking participants to think about their personal goals, which suggests that the de­
tailed definition approximates what people generally think of goals. This is encouraging, 
as researchers’ definitions of a construct do not necessarily parallel lay understandings 
of this construct. In the case of goals, however, it seems that the definition frequently 
provided by researchers leads people (or at least undergraduate students) to think of 
the same thing as if they were simply asked to think of goals more generally. Note, 
however, that since the Bayes analyses showed only weak to moderate support for the 
null hypothesis (that there are truly no differences across conditions), further research 
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should obtain additional evidence until a strong conclusion can be drawn, preferably 
with data from different populations.

One key difference across the conditions was the length of the descriptions of the 
goals provided to participants, with 196 words (including concrete examples) in the 
personal project condition, 92 words in the personal goals condition, and 41 words in 
the open answer condition. Although this may at first appear to be a confound, these 
descriptions represent the actual way in which these types of goals are typically elicited 
in the literature; any attempts at making the description the same length would be a 
departure from the elicitation procedure that is typically used to ask about that type of 
goal. Since the main aim of our study was to compare existing elicitation procedures, 
we chose to use existing wording rather than artificially shorten or lengthen it to equate 
them on length. Our results, showing that there are very few differences in the goals 
provided in response to these conditions, suggests that length of the text may not matter 
much either.

In exploratory analyses examining differences between variables computed across all 
goals and the first three or four goals that a person reported, we did find some differen­
ces. This suggests that contrary to the personal project elicitation, which typically asks 
for 10–15 projects (Little & Gee, 2007), asking about three or four goals as is typically 
done in goal research (e.g., Holding et al., 2017, 2019; Werner et al., 2016) results in a 
focus on goals that are particularly important and more likely to be attained. This is 
potentially important for generalizing to goal pursuit more broadly. However, the differ­
ences were relatively small (less than 0.2 on a 1–7 scale); it remains to be seen whether 
these differences actually affect inferences that can be drawn from research using differ­
ent elicitations. Additionally, the average number of goals that participants indicated 
was 7.5, suggesting that the practice of asking participants to list 10–15 projects may 
artificially lead participants to report goals that they do not truly care about. The average 
number of goals reported in our study is similar to other research where participants 
were allowed to indicate as many or as few idiographic goals as they wanted (Monzani et 
al., 2015).

The present research focused on three different elicitations; however, researchers 
have conceptualized other similar constructs including personal concerns (Klinger & 
Cox, 2004), life tasks (Cantor et al., 1987), and personal strivings (Emmons, 1992). 
Research focusing on these distinct constructs all elicit and assess goals in slightly 
different ways (Lloyd et al., 2019; for a review see Negru, 2011). The present study, 
however, suggests that for at least some of these, there are limited differences in the 
resulting data. It may thus be that despite conceptual and methodological differences, a 
continued reliance on these different constructs and terminology only serves to fracture 
the literature, promulgating a further jingle jangle problem in research that ultimately 
assesses practically indistinguishable constructs. More efforts are needed to theoretically 
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and empirically integrate these various constructs to arrive at a better understanding of 
goal pursuit.

Limitations
This study was conducted with first and second-year undergraduate students on a uni­
versity campus in a western country; our sample is thus young and predominantly 
female (76%), white (57%), and educated. It is thus unknown if these results would gener­
alize to other populations. Much of the research on goal pursuit has been conducted with 
undergraduates (Koestner et al., 2008; Milyavskaya et al., 2015; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), 
although there is also a sizeable literature on goal pursuit in adolescents (Massey et al., 
2008) and older adults (e.g., Bailly et al., 2012; Riediger et al., 2005). A second limitation 
is the high dropout rate (58%) and the timing of the follow-up, which coincided with 
closures of the university and of new restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
may have affected the drop-out rate and very likely altered goal pursuit (see Footnote 
1). Future research could examine how goal pursuit changes in the face of unforeseen or 
unusual circumstances. In this study, the results for goal progress and attainment should 
thus be interpreted with caution. Furthermore, goal progress was only assessed at the 
follow-up, and not at baseline, so that we did not examine change in progress over time. 
Another limitation of the research concerns the limited number of goal characteristics 
examined in the present study. It may be that our conditions did elicit goals that differed 
in other ways that were not assessed here, such as time scale, urgency, or enjoyment.

A final limitation is that all of the goal characteristics were assessed with single items 
(one per characteristic for each goal), and aggregated across goals. Although this is the 
standard for research in both personal projects and goal pursuit research (Little & Gee, 
2007; Sheldon & Kasser, 1998), and the items are all face valid, this is still an issue as 
far as measurement is concerned. Perhaps more importantly, since most of the variation 
in goal characteristics was on the goal level, it is unclear how useful or meaningful 
it is to aggregate them across goals (see Lüdtke & Trautwein, 2007). That is, although 
personal project research explicitly treats such projects as a level of personality (Little, 
1989), and extensive research has examined goal pursuit as an individual difference (e.g., 
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), goal pursuit is first and foremost goal-specific (see Milyavskaya 
& Werner, 2018). Aggregating such goal-specific characteristics on a between-person 
level can result in unreliable measurement (since there is little shared variance on the 
between-person level) among items. Increasing the number of items per characteristic, 
however, would not help with this problem (although assessing more goals can; Lüdtke 
& Trautwein, 2007). Overall, attempting to investigate individual differences, while for­
getting the extensive within-person variability, can hamper efforts that seek to better 
understand personal goal pursuit.
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Conclusions
This study found that although using the personal project methodology elicited more 
goals and less difficult goals than asking about personal goals, there were no differences 
in other goal characteristics. This suggests that how participants are asked about their 
goals may not matter very much, particularly in studies that only ask participants 
about three or four goals. Contrary to our hypotheses, results also suggest that both 
personal goal and personal project definitions align with lay-person views of goals, as 
both lead to similar reported goals. This suggests that researchers can probably draw 
similar conclusions from studies that ask about goal pursuit in different ways, providing 
further confidence in our ability to build a more unified field of research on personal 
goal pursuit.

Funding: This research was supported by funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 

Canada (SSHRC) to Marina Milyavskaya.

Acknowledgments: The authors have no additional (i.e., non-financial) support to report.

Competing Interests: The authors have declared that no competing interests exist.

Author Contributions: Marina Milyavskaya—Idea, conceptualization | Design planning | Data analysis | Writing | 

Feedback, revisions | Supervision, mentoring | Funding to conduct the work. Isabelle Leduc-Cummings—Idea, 

conceptualization | Design planning | Supervision, mentoring. Kendra Carnrite—Idea, conceptualization | Design 

planning | Research implementation (software, hardware, etc.) | Data collection. Carter Richards—Idea, 

conceptualization | Design planning | Research implementation (software, hardware, etc.) | Data collection. Jasmin Yee

—Idea, conceptualization | Design planning | Research implementation (software, hardware, etc.) | Data collection.

Ethics Approval: This research was approved by the Research Ethics Board at Carleton University.

Author Note: Last three authors (KC, CR, and JY) contributed equally to this manuscript; order of authorship for last 

three authors is alphabetical.

Data Availability: For this article, data is freely available (see the Index of Supplementary Materials section).

Supplementary Materials
For this article, the following Supplementary Materials are available (for access see Index of 
Supplementary Materials below)
via the OSF repository

• Pre-registration

via the PsychArchives repository

• Data

Goal Elicitation and Goal Pursuit 16

Personality Science
2022, Vol. 3, Article e7975
https://doi.org/10.5964/ps.7975

https://www.psychopen.eu/


• Syntax for data processing and analyses
• Time 1 and Time 2 Surveys
• Full output from preregistered analyses, analyses with outliers kept in, analyses of top 3/top 4 

goals versus the rest, and missing data analyses.
• Effects of condition on variance using SD measure
• Histogram of total number of goals
• Calculation of ICCs
• Additional write-up re: personality traits and goal characteristics
• Appendix: Wording of Experimental Conditions

Index of Supplementary Materials

Milyavskaya, M., Leduc-Cummings, I., Carnrite, K., Richards, C., & Yee, J. (2022). Supplementary 
materials to "A goal by any other name: Effects of different goal elicitation methods on goal 
pursuit" [Data, syntax]. PsychOpen GOLD. https://doi.org/10.23668/psycharchives.6667 

Milyavskaya, M., Leduc-Cummings, I., Carnrite, K., Richards, C., & Yee, J. (2022). Supplementary 
materials to "A goal by any other name: Effects of different goal elicitation methods on goal 
pursuit" [Additional Materials]. PsychOpen GOLD. https://doi.org/10.23668/psycharchives.6668 

Milyavskaya, M., Leduc-Cummings, I., Carnrite, K., Richards, C., & Yee, J. (2020). Supplementary 
materials to "A goal by any other name: Effects of different goal elicitation methods on goal 
pursuit" [Pre-registration]. OSF. https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/FJM7P 

References

Austin, J. T., & Vancouver, J. B. (1996). Goal constructs in psychology: Structure, process, and 
content. Psychological Bulletin, 120(3), 338–375. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.120.3.338

Bailly, N., Joulain, M., Hervé, C., & Alaphilippe, D. (2012). Coping with negative life events in old 
age: The role of tenacious goal pursuit and flexible goal adjustment. Aging & Mental Health, 
16(4), 431–437. https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2011.630374

Cantor, N., Norem, J. K., Niedenthal, P. M., Langston, C. A., & Brower, A. M. (1987). Life tasks, self-
concept ideals, and cognitive strategies in a life transition. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 53(6), 1178–1191. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.53.6.1178

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. F. (1982). Control theory: A useful conceptual framework for 
personality-social, clinical, and health psychology. Psychological Bulletin, 92(1), 111–135. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.92.1.111

Emmons, R. A. (1992). Abstract versus concrete goals: Personal striving level, physical illness, and 
psychological well-being. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62(2), 292–300. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.62.2.292

Fujita, K., & MacGregor, K. E. (2012). Basic goal distinctions. In A. J. Elliot & H. Aarts (Eds.), Goal 
directed behaviour. New York, NY, USA: Psychology Press/Taylor & Francis.

Milyavskaya, Leduc-Cummings, Carnrite et al. 17

Personality Science
2022, Vol. 3, Article e7975
https://doi.org/10.5964/ps.7975

https://doi.org/10.23668/psycharchives.6667
https://doi.org/10.23668/psycharchives.6668
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/FJM7P
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.120.3.338
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2011.630374
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.53.6.1178
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.92.1.111
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.62.2.292
https://www.psychopen.eu/


Gollwitzer, P. M. (1990). Action phases and mind-sets. In E. T. Higgins & R. M. Sorrentino (Eds.), 
Handbook of motivation and cognition: Foundations of social behaviour (Vols. 1-2, pp. 53-92). 
New York, NY, USA: Guilford Press.

Holding, A. C., Hope, N. H., Harvey, B., Marion Jetten, A. S., & Koestner, R. (2017). Stuck in limbo: 
Motivational antecedents and consequences of experiencing action crises in personal goal 
pursuit. Journal of Personality, 85(6), 893–905. https://doi.org/10.1111/jopy.12296

Holding, A., Hope, N., Verner-Filion, J., & Koestner, R. (2019). In good time: A longitudinal 
investigation of trait self-control in determining changes in motivation quality. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 139, 132–137. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2018.11.001

Kelley, T. L. (1927). Interpretation of educational measurements (pp. 62–65). Yonkers-on-Hudson, 
New York, NY, USA: World Book Company.

Klinger, E., & Cox, W. M. (2004). Motivation and the theory of current concerns. In W. M. Cox & E. 
Klinger (Eds.), Handbook of motivational counseling: Concepts, approaches, and assessment (pp. 
3-27). Chichester, England: John Wiley & Sons

Klug, H. J., & Maier, G. W. (2015). Linking goal progress and subjective well-being: A meta-analysis. 
Journal of Happiness Studies, 16(1), 37–65. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-013-9493-0

Koestner, R., Lekes, N., Powers, T. A., & Chicoine, E. (2002). Attaining personal goals: Self-
concordance plus implementation intentions equals success. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 83(1), 231–244. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.1.231

Koestner, R., Otis, N., Powers, T., Pelletier, L., & Gagnon, H. (2008). Autonomous motivation, 
controlled motivation, and goal progress. Journal of Personality, 76(5), 1201–1230. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2008.00519.x

Lakens, D. (2014, June 7). Calculating confidence intervals for Cohen’s d and eta-squared using 
SPSS, R, and Stata. The 20% Statistician. Retrieved from 
http://daniellakens.blogspot.com/2014/06/calculating-confidence-intervals-for.html

Little, B. R. (1983). Personal projects: A rationale and method for investigation. Environment and 
Behavior, 15(3), 273–309. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916583153002

Little, B. R. (1989). Personal projects analysis: Trivial pursuits, magnificent obsessions, and the 
search for coherence. In D. M. Buss & N. Cantor (Eds.), Personality psychology (pp. 15-31). New 
York, NY, USA: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4684-0634-4_2

Little, B. R. (2007). Prompt and circumstance: The generative contexts of personal projects analysis. 
In B. R. Little, K. Salmela-Aro, & S. D. Phillips (Eds.), Personal project pursuit: Goals, action and 
human flourishing (pp. 3–49). Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Little, B. R., & Gee, T. L. (2007). The methodology of personal projects analysis: Four modules and a 
funnel. In B. R. Little, K. Salmela-Aro, & S. D. Phillips (Eds.), Personal project pursuit: Goals, 
action, and human flourishing (p. 51–94). Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates 
Publishers.

Little, B.R., Salmela-Aro, K., & Phillips, S. D. (Eds.). (2007). Personal project pursuit: Goals, action and 
human flourishing. Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Goal Elicitation and Goal Pursuit 18

Personality Science
2022, Vol. 3, Article e7975
https://doi.org/10.5964/ps.7975

https://doi.org/10.1111/jopy.12296
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2018.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-013-9493-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.1.231
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2008.00519.x
http://daniellakens.blogspot.com/2014/06/calculating-confidence-intervals-for.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916583153002
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4684-0634-4_2
https://www.psychopen.eu/


Lloyd, C. E., Duncan, C., & Cooper, M. (2019). Goal measures for psychotherapy: A systematic 
review of self‐report, idiographic instruments. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 26(3), 
Article e12281. https://doi.org/10.1111/cpsp.12281

Locke, E. A., & Latham, G. P. (1990). A theory of goal setting & task performance. Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ, USA: Prentice-Hall.

Lüdtke, O., & Trautwein, U. (2007). Aggregating to the between-person level in idiographic 
research designs: Personal goal research as an example of the need to distinguish between 
reliability and homogeneity. Journal of Research in Personality, 41(1), 230–238. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2006.03.005

Massey, E. K., Gebhardt, W. A., & Garnefski, N. (2008). Adolescent goal content and pursuit: A 
review of the literature from the past 16 years. Developmental Review, 28(4), 421–460. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2008.03.002

Milyavskaya, M., Inzlicht, M., Hope, N., & Koestner, R. (2015). Saying “no” to temptation: Want-to 
motivation improves self-regulation by reducing temptation rather than by increasing self-
control. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109(4), 677–693. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000045

Milyavskaya, M., & Inzlicht, M. (2017). What’s so great about self-control? Examining the 
importance of effortful self-control and temptation in predicting real-life depletion and goal 
attainment. Social Psychological & Personality Science, 8(6), 603–611. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616679237

Milyavskaya, M., & Werner, K. M. (2018). Goal pursuit: Current state of affairs and directions for 
future research. Canadian Psychology, 59(2), 163–175. https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000147

Monzani, D., Steca, P., Greco, A., D’Addario, M., Pancani, L., & Cappelletti, E. (2015). Effective 
pursuit of personal goals: The fostering effect of dispositional optimism on goal commitment 
and goal progress. Personality and Individual Differences, 82, 203–214. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.03.019

Negru, O. (2011). Methodological dimensions in the investigation of personal goals. Cognition, 
Brain, Behavior: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 15(1), 1–17. 

Norcross, J. C., Mrykalo, M. S., & Blagys, M. D. (2002). Auld lang syne: Success predictors, change 
processes, and self‐reported outcomes of New Year’s resolvers and nonresolvers. Journal of 
Clinical Psychology, 58(4), 397–405. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.1151

Nurmi, J.-E., Salmela-Aro, K., & Aunola, K. (2009). Personal goal appraisals vary across both 
individuals and goal contents. Personality and Individual Differences, 47(5), 498–503. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2009.04.028

Riediger, M., & Freund, A. M. (2004). Interference and facilitation among personal goals: 
Differential associations with subjective well-being and persistent goal pursuit. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 30(12), 1511–1523. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167204271184

Riediger, M., Freund, A. M., & Baltes, P. B. (2005). Managing life through personal goals: Intergoal 
facilitation and intensity of goal pursuit in younger and older adulthood. The Journals of 

Milyavskaya, Leduc-Cummings, Carnrite et al. 19

Personality Science
2022, Vol. 3, Article e7975
https://doi.org/10.5964/ps.7975

https://doi.org/10.1111/cpsp.12281
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2006.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2008.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000045
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616679237
https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000147
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.03.019
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.1151
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2009.04.028
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167204271184
https://www.psychopen.eu/


Gerontology. Series B, Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 60(2), 84–91. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/60.2.P84

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic psychological needs in motivation, 
development, and wellness. New York, NY, USA: Guilford Press.

Salmela-Aro, K., Aunola, K., & Nurmi, J. E. (2007). Personal goals during emerging adulthood: A 10-
year follow up. Journal of Adolescent Research, 22(6), 690–715. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558407303978

Schönbrodt, F. D., & Wagenmakers, E. J. (2018). Bayes factor design analysis: Planning for 
compelling evidence. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 25(1), 128–142. 
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-017-1230-y

Sheldon, K. M. (2014). Becoming oneself: The central role of self-concordant goal selection. 
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 18(4), 349–365. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868314538549

Sheldon, K. M., & Elliot, A. J. (1999). Goal striving, need satisfaction, and longitudinal well-being: 
The self-concordance model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76(3), 482–497. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.3.482

Sheldon, K. M., & Kasser, T. (1998). Pursuing personal goals: Skills enable progress, but not all 
progress is beneficial. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 24(12), 1319–1331. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672982412006

Werner, K. M., Milyavskaya, M., Foxen-Craft, E., & Koestner, R. (2016). Some goals just feel easier: 
Self-concordance leads to goal progress through subjective ease, not effort. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 96, 237–242. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.03.002

Personality Science (PS) is an 
official journal of the European 
Association of Personality 
Psychology (EAPP).

PsychOpen GOLD is a publishing 
service by Leibniz Institute for 
Psychology (ZPID), Germany.

Goal Elicitation and Goal Pursuit 20

Personality Science
2022, Vol. 3, Article e7975
https://doi.org/10.5964/ps.7975

https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/60.2.P84
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558407303978
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-017-1230-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868314538549
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.3.482
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672982412006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.03.002
https://www.psychopen.eu/

	Goal Elicitation and Goal Pursuit
	(Introduction)
	Goal Elicitation and the Jangle Problem
	Goal Characteristics
	Present Study

	Method
	Participants and Procedure
	Measures

	Results
	Descriptive Statistics
	Effects of Goal Elicitation
	Additional Exploratory Analyses

	Discussion
	Limitations
	Conclusions

	(Additional Information)
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Competing Interests
	Author Contributions
	Ethics Approval
	Author Note
	Data Availability

	Supplementary Materials
	References


