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Abstract

Like most behavior, consumer behavior too is goal driven. In turn, goals constitute cognitive constructs that can be chronically active as well as
primed by features of the environment. Goal systems theory outlines the principles that characterize the dynamics of goal pursuit and explores
their implications for consumer behavior. In this vein, we discuss from a common, goal systemic, perspective a variety of well known phenomena
in the realm of consumer behavior including brand loyalty, variety seeking, impulsive buying, preferences, choices and regret. The goal systemic
perspective affords guidelines for subsequent research on the dynamic aspects of consummatory behavior as well as offering insights into practical
matters in the area of marketing.
© 2011 Society for Consumer Psychology. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Consumer behavior, as any other behavior, is goal-oriented
(Baumgartner & Pieters, 2008). When people decide which
products and brands to buy and in which quantity, what to eat for
breakfast, what kind of soda to drink, whether to take the bus or
drive to work, they do so on account of different goals they are
attempting to pursue. Motivational and goal-related concepts
have been discussed in almost all areas of consumer behavior
research including advertising (Pieters&Wedel, 2007), consumer
decision-making (Bettman, Luce, & Payne, 1998; Fishbach &
Dhar, 2005, 2008; Higgins, 2002; Shafir, 2007), product
preferences (Bettman, Luce, & Payne 2008), and brand loyalty
(Tam, Wood, & Ji, 2009). As Baumgartner and Pieters (2008)
stated, “to propose that consumer behavior is goal-directed seems
like arguing that water is wet” (p. 367). Despite this recognition,
the manner in which goals operate in driving consumer behavior
has been largely ignored. Motivational research has targeted
specific goals that consumers may have and addressed stable
motivational effects [(e.g. evaluation goals vs. learning goals in
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consumers' attention to advertising Pieters and Wedel (2007),
goals of minimizing decision effort and maximizing decision
accuracy Bettman et al. (1998); Chakravarti and Janiszewski
(2003), etc.)], but it paid little attention to the general, dynamic
process through which goals exert their effects. As a result,
relevant motivational research in consumer behavior has been
mainly phenomena and data driven rather than theory driven, and
it stopped short of integrating empirical findings within a broader
theoretical perspective capable of providing a systematic analysis
and a set of testable hypotheses for guiding new research.

With the emergence of (what we have termed) theNew Look in
Motivation in the early 1990s this state of affairs began to change.
The new approach developed within the area of social cognition
offers a motivation as cognition framework that views motiva-
tional constructs as cognitively represented, and hence abiding by
the general structural and allocational principles that govern all
cognition (see Fishbach&Ferguson, 2007; Kruglanski&Kopetz,
2009a,b for reviews). Such principles include, among others, the
notions of construct accessibility, associative networks, intercon-
nectedness and/or dependence on limited cognitive resources.
Premised on the notion that the cognitive treatment confers
conceptual and methodological advantages and affords a more
ed by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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systematic study of goal-oriented action, the research inspired by
the motivation as cognition approach enables new insights into
classic problems of self-regulation and self-control, as well as into
more general phenomena related to judgment, decision-making
and choice.

In what follows, we describe and systematically discuss some
of the recent goal-relevant consumer research and attempt to
integrate it within a broader theoretical perspective on goal-
directed behavior, referred to as the goal-systems theory. This
theory, developed by Kruglanski and colleagues (Kruglanski
et al., 2002), outlines a dynamic perspective on motivated action
centered on the notion of goal-systems. The latter is defined as
mental representations of motivational networks composed of
interconnected goals and means. In goal systemic terms,
motivational phenomena are viewed as the products of cognitive
principles in their specific application tomotivational constructs.
Whether an activated goal will be pursued and the manner of its
pursuits depend on several cognitive, motivational and emo-
tional factors such as the desirability of the activated goal, the
number of available means, concurrent presence of alternative
goals, etc. As will be seen, goal-systems theory offers a
theoretical approach and affords specific testable hypotheses,
which may allow new insights into traditional phenomena of
consumer behavior. Our analysis will emphasize two major and
contrasting aspects of such behavior which illustrate its dynamic
nature. One of these is stability and consistency represented in
phenomena such as brand loyalty, and brand habit. The second
refers to the instability of consumer preferences and choices
exemplified by phenomena such as variety seeking, impulsive
buying and changes in consideration sets. We propose that the
goal-systems approach affords the treatment of these seemingly
disparate aspects of consumer behavior in an integrative manner
derived from the basic motivational principles that underlie the
general dynamics of human action.

As an advance organizer, we first outline the historical
background against which the theory of goal systems was
proposed. We subsequently describe the substance of the theory,
and consider its implications for consumer behavior. Specifically,
our discussion will highlight the dynamic associations between
goals and means as well as between multiple goals and consider
the consequences of these relations for different phenomena in
consumer behavior such as variety seeking, impulsive buying,
preferences, choice, and regret.

Goal systems theory

Historical background: From separatism to
functional conjunction

The importance for human action of goals and goal related-
phenomena has been long acknowledged in psychological
theorizing dating back to James (1890) and subsequently
addressed by behavioristically-inclined researchers (Bindra,
1959; Skinner, 1953; Tolman, 1925) and the German “Will”
psychologists (Ach, 1935; Lewin, 1935). More recently, goal
concepts have often been featured in cognitivemodels of human
action. Thus, Newell, Shaw, and Simon's (1958) General
problem solver model concerned itself with means-ends
relationships and a hierarchy of goals and sub-goals, and Miller,
Galanter, and Pribram (1960) discussed the relation between
goals and plans. Nonetheless, the various cognitive models had
little to say aboutwhat kinds of goals people have, how goals and
goal systems develop, and how they are integrated with other
aspects of human behavior. In many analyses, the organism was
portrayed as a spectator rather than as a participant, as if, “people
only collect maps, but never go on trips” (Pervin, 1989).

In social psychology, motivational factors were often invoked
only as alternative explanations juxtaposed to the cognitive
accounts of different phenomena such as attitude change and
biased causal attributions (Bem, 1972; Kelley, 1987; Miller &
Ross, 1975). Additionally, in major social psychological models
of human judgment (e.g., Brewer, Srull, & Wyer, 1988; Chen &
Chaiken, 1999; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990, Kruglanski & Webster,
1996a,b; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) distinct functions were
assigned to motivational and cognitive variables. For instance,
in the dual process models of attitude change the degree of
motivational involvement was assumed to determine whether the
information processing thatmediates persuasion is “peripheral” or
“central” (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), “heuristic” or “systematic,”
(Chaiken, 1987).

Beyond its separation from cognition, motivation has often
been treated statically in social psychological research. Specif-
ically, individuals were classified as if in a fixedmotivational state
with identifiable properties. For instance, they were considered to
have either a high or a low need for closure (Kruglanski &
Webster, 1996a,b; Webster & Kruglanski, 1998), to be high or
low on the need for cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982), or to
possess “learning” or “performance” goals (Dweck, 1999).
Although these different types of goals were assumed to
systematically impact various relevant phenomena including
information processing, performance, creativity, and overall well-
being and satisfaction (Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996), little
attention was accorded to the dynamic process unfolding in the
course of self-regulation. After all, having set a goal is just the first
step involved in goal pursuit. Numerous subsequent activities
need to take place before goal attainment can occur. Initiating
goal-directed actions requires that one finds the appropriate
means, wards off distractions, bypasses barriers, compensates for
failures and shortcomings, and negotiates various goal conflicts
that may arise. Although the dynamic nature of motivation has
been addressed in the past (Atkinson & Birch, 1970; Lewin,
1935), its treatment was mainly theoretical with limited empirical
investigation of the specific conditions for the appearance and
disappearance of given motivational states.

Recently, social psychologists have realized that new insights
into motivational dynamism may be gained if we abandon the
separateness assumption of the “motivation” versus “cognition”
program. Instead, a recent approach highlights previously
neglected commonalities between motivational and cognitive
variables and treats motivation as a type of cognition with specific
motivational contents. This approach assumes that motivational
constructs such as ‘goals’ and ‘means’ are represented cognitively,
and hence are subject to the general principles that govern
all cognition.
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Goal-systems notions and principles

Goal-systems theory (Kruglanski et al., 2002) adopts such
cognitive approach to motivation. A unique feature of the theory
is that it treats goals systemically, in relation to their means of
attainment and other goals that may be activated while an
individual is engaged in a given goal pursuit. A possible goal
system is depicted in Fig. 1.

From this perspective, motivational phenomena such as goal
commitment and persistence, means choice, substitution, and
management of goal conflict are approached as a joint function
of cognitive principles (that goal systems share with other
cognitive structures) as they apply to unique motivational
concepts such as goals and means. Put differently, the cognitive
properties of goal systems set the constraints within which the
motivational properties may express themselves.

Cognitive properties of goal-systems
As a type of cognition, motivational constructs exhibit many

properties of cognitive constructs. For instance, motivational
constructs are inferred from relevant evidence (i.e., it should be
possible to “prove” to a person that X is a worthy goal to have),
they are stored, and are capable of being activated from
memory. Some goals are consciously activated and pursued
(e.g., selecting the next vacation destination); other goals may
be activated automatically as people move through their
environments (e.g., the smell of freshly brewed coffee may
automatically activate the goal of having coffee). Furthermore,
whereas some goals are contextually activated, others could be
active chronically. For instance, some individuals are chronic
dieters for whom, even the most appetizing chocolate cake will
spontaneously activate the goal of dieting (Fishbach, Friedman,
& Kruglanski, 2003) rather than a desire to indulge in the treat.
Chronic goals may operate independently to determine behavior,
or may interact with other motivational constructs (goals and
means) that become momentarily active in determining a certain
course of action.

As people pursue their goals, they may contemplate a
multitude of action plans, objects, and even people that represent
the means to attaining their goals. According to the goal systems
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Fig. 1. A system of goals and means (Rep
approach, goals are cognitively associated with other relevant
constructs, such as their means of attainment. Hence, the
activation of goals may spread to their corresponding behavioral
plans (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2000; Aarts, Dijksterhuis, & De
Vries, 2001; Bargh, 1990; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Kruglanski
et al., 2002) stirring individuals to action. Effective self-
regulation requires the individual to select and implement the
appropriate means to their goals. Sometimes the choice seems to
occur effortlessly, without too much thinking and deliberation.
For instance, the goal of buying toothpaste should not pose too
many problems as many options are readily available at any
supermarket or drugstore. At other times, the choice is more
difficult and involves a lot of deliberation. The course of action
that individuals ultimately take and the phenomenological
experience associated with their choice depends on a variety
of cognitive and motivational factors such as the architecture of
the active goal system and the value or importance of each goal.

The architecture of goal systems may include different
configurations of goals and means. For instance, a single goal
may be associated with multiple means, each providing a
separate path to its attainment. This defines a configuration of
equifinality (Baumgartner & Pieters, 2008; Kruglanski et al.,
2002) and is exemplified by the case where a person attempts to
lose weight by either exercising, or dieting, or taking dietary
supplements (Fig. 2). The size of the equifinality set determines
the amount of available choice and the range of substitutability
of one means for another if use of the former is thwarted or results
in failure. Some means are preferable and more instrumental
than others (e.g. one may prefer Colgate to any other brand of
toothpaste) and, as a consequence, tend to be over-chosen. On
occasion, preferred options may become unexpectedly unavail-
able. In this case, other means in the equifinality set may be
substituted for the failed means in order to afford goal attainment.

Often people possess not just one goal, but multiple goals at
the same time. This may create conflict between goals that
needs to be resolved. If all currently active goals are equally
important, choice of means is likely to reflect a quest for
multifinality where the means ultimately selected is perceived to
be instrumental to all the goals at once and thus afford their
simultaneous accomplishment (e.g., when a consumer uses the
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roduced after Kruglanski et al., 2002).
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Fig. 2. Equifinal configuration (Reproduced after Kruglanski et al., 2002).

211C.E. Kopetz et al. / Journal of Consumer Psychology 22 (2012) 208–223
Internet not only as a means to his/her communication goal, but
also as a source of information and a way to shop). Multiple
goals simultaneously connected to a single means define a
configuration of multifinality (Kruglanski et al., 2002) (Fig. 3).
The size of the multifinality set (i.e. set of associated goals) may
affect the perceived value of a specific means; a highly
multifinal means promotes the attainment of greater value (the
sum total of the values of all the goals it serves) than a less
multifinal means. Yet, multiple connections have their price:
The presence of additional means associated with a goal, or of
additional goals associated with a means dilutes the likelihood
of activating the means by the goal and vice versa, diluting the
strength of the relationship between means and goal (Zhang,
Fishbach, & Kruglanski, 2007).

Furthermore, as with other cognitive constructs, goals too are
constrained by limited attentional resources, such that the
activation of a given goal may pull resources away from
alternative goals (for reviews see Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007;
Kruglanski & Kopetz, 2009a,b). For instance, if one's cognitive
resources were committed to the goal of eating (e.g., in a high
state of hunger) one might “forget” (i.e., momentarily suppress
or inhibit) one's determination to diet and easily succumb to the
tasty but highly caloric culinary temptations.

Motivational properties of goal-systems
Beyond the commonalities they share with other cognitive

constructs, goals have distinct “motivational” properties. Unlike
other cognitive concepts such as ‘tables,’ ‘doctors’ or ‘butterflies,’
goals have a unique motivational meaning: they represent
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Fig. 3. Multifinal configuration (Reproduced after Kruglanski et al., 2002).
desirable end states that are attainable through action (Kruglanski,
1996; Kruglanski et al., 2002). In other words, the mental
representations of goals contain considerations of value and an
expectancy of attainment, which jointly define their subjective
utility (Atkinson, 1964). In turn, subjective utility determines goal
commitment or the degree to which the individual is determined
to pursue the goal (which tendency may express itself in
persistence of goal-directed strivings despite obstacles and
barriers). As one consequence of such a determination, activation
of a high commitment goal may result in the inhibition of
alternative goals in order to maximize the likelihood of focal goal
attainment (Shah, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2002).

By identifying the general features of goal-directed actions,
goal systems theory affords a broad view of human motivational
concerns that captures their dynamic nature. It portrays the
process of carrying out motivated action across specific goal
contents and is applicable across persons and situations. In the
following pages we explore the implications of goal systems
theory for the contrasting consumer phenomena of stability
versus instability of choices and preferences as they are
reflected in brand loyalty and habit, impulsive buying, and
variety seeking.

Goal-systems theory and consumer behavior

Consumer behavior is dynamic and driven by the consider-
ation of different chronic or momentarily activated goals.
Although at times consumer behavior appears very stable and
repetitive as the research on brand loyalty informs us, at other
times it seems at odds with one's stable values and preferences,
and to capriciously undulate from one moment to the next; this is
manifest by the well known phenomena of variety seeking,
impulsive buying, or shifts in preferences and consideration sets.
In contrast to such dynamism, consumer psychology has
historically depicted a rather static picture of behavior, where
isolated motivations and goals were considered and pursued in a
sequential manner (Simonson, 2008). Consumers have been
believed to mentally represent the goal as a desirable end-state
and form deliberative intentions to attain it (see Baumgartner &
Pieters, 2008 for an overview) in accordance with their unique
preferences, values and constraints. Inconsistencies and fluctua-
tions, though observed before, were believed to be the result of
bounded rationality considerations (Simon, 1955; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1991) and constructed preferences (Bettman et al.,
1998, 2008) depending on different motivations aroused by the
specific context. Although such approaches recognized that
different motivations may operate in determining fluctuations in
consumers' behavior in various situations, they were confined to
a number of general concerns, such as maximizing the accuracy
of the decision, minimizing the experience of negative emotions,
maximizing the ease of justifying the decision or behavior, or a
combination of these (Bettman et al., 1998). The possibility that
an open-ended variety of goals may be triggered automatically
by different contextual features, and that such goals may in turn
influence people's judgments, emotions, attitudes and behaviors
and, moreover do so outside of individuals' conscious awareness
was largely ignored until recently.
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Thus, despite extensive research supporting these two
aspects of consumer behavior (i.e. stability, or consistency
with one's pre-existing goals, versus occasional instability, or
shifts in preferences) they are usually approached separately and
treated as incompatible with little attempt to reconcile them
(Bettman et al., 2008). In contrast to this perspective, the
principles underlying the behavior of goal-systems discussed
above suggest a different approach where both aspects of
consumer behavior represent two opposite sides of the same
coin. In particular, they reflect the functioning of the general
principles of human action that govern the relationships
between goals and their means of attainment as well as between
multiple goals that happen to be co-active in a specific context.

Goal-means associations

Once goals have been activated and adopted, a series of
regulatory processes is set in motion in order to initiate and
maintain progress toward goal attainment. That happens because
goal representations include a variety of behaviors, plans and
objects that in the actors' mind promise to advance one toward
one's respective goal. In other words, goal activation entails the
activation of various means to this goal's attainment. The notion
of “means” is intended here in the broadest sense, as any activity,
event or circumstance perceived as likely to contribute to goal
progress (Markman, Brendl, & Kim, 2007; Shah & Kruglanski,
2003). A behavioral strategy, a product, a person who may
facilitate one's advancement toward a goal, or a situation,
perceived as an “opportunity” for advancing one's objectives
would all qualify as (different types of) means.

The notion that the activation of a goal brings forth the
knowledge relevant to goal pursuit has had a long history in
psychological theorizing (Ach, 1935; Bargh, 1997; Bruner,
1957; Gollwitzer, 1996; Jones & Thibaut, 1958; Kruglanski,
1996; Kuhl, 1986; McClelland & Atkinson, 1948). More
recently, this notion has received rigorous empirical support in
various studies (Aarts et al., 2001; Balcetis & Dunning, 2006;
Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Förster, Liberman, & Higgins, 2005;
Moskowitz, 2002). For instance, Aarts et al. (2001) manipulated
participants' thirst and showed a subsequent increase in the
accessibility of drinking-related objects. This was presumed to
be possible because goal constructs, as mental representations,
contain information not only related to the desirability of the end
state, but also to the behaviors, objects and plans needed to attain
it. Thus, following goal activation, goal-related knowledge
becomes more accessible and usable for performance of actions
felt to afford goal attainment. Such accessibility helps people to
recognize opportunities for goal satisfaction.

The manner in which individuals choose to pursue their goals
depends on specific goal-means configurations that happen to be
activated. Some configurations are formed throughout indivi-
dual's self-regulatory history and reflect unique associations
between a single goal and the means that in the past have proven
to be instrumental to its attainment. Such unique associations
promote stable and repetitive choices and behavior as in the case
where driving to work each morning (instead of taking the bus,
or biking) may represent one's attempt to maximize goal
attainment by choosing the means that has proven effective
in the past. However, the pursuit of a single goal is rarely
representative of life situations. Sooner or later, various
alternative goals and means are likely to be activated by features
in the environment resulting in different configurations where
multiple means are available for pursuit of a single goal or where
multiple goals are activated. As a result of the simultaneous
presence of alternative motivational elements, new connections
between goals and means may be established whereas others
may be altered or eliminated. In contrast to unique associations,
these new connections are non-unique, and are context-
dependent, dynamic and flexible. Importantly, they may often
affect individuals' behavior outside their awareness (Aarts &
Dijksterhuis, 2000; Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar,
& Trötschel, 2001; Chartrand, Huber, Shiv, & Tanner, 2008;
Mandel & Johnson, 2002; Moskowitz, Gollwitzer, Wasel, &
Schaal, 1999; North, Hargreaves, &McKendrick, 1999; Shah &
Kruglanski, 2003). Shift in preferences, instability and incon-
sistencies may occur as consumers try to accommodate their
alternative pursuits as a result of these non-unique, context-
dependent associations. In what follows we describe these
mechanisms and their implications for consumer behavior.

Unique associations between goals and means; stability of
consumer behavior through means instrumentality and valuation

Assume for a moment, that one's goal is to purchase cereal.
Given the variety of options available in the aisle of a grocery
store, one obvious question is how to predict a consumer's
choice. The equifinality configuration implies that the goal of
buying cereal can be attained by any one of the singular means
(cereal options). In these terms, any of the cereal options should
be satisfactory. However, it is rarely the case that all options are
equally satisfactory; some options are more preferable than
others. A preference for certain means over others may reflect an
important motivational property of the goal-means association,
namely, perceived means instrumentality reflecting individuals'
belief regarding the capability of means to attain the goals with
which they are associated. Assuming that tastiness is one's goal
of cereal eating, a given cereal brand (e.g. “Cinnamon Toast
Crunch”) may be preferred because it is believed to satisfy the
goal of tastiness more than other brands. Frequent choice of
particular means may contribute to its perceived instrumentality
via a “frequency heuristic” whereby a means that is selected
often is therefore perceived as more effective (Zhang et al.,
2007).

The transfer principle in means valuation. Strong associations
between a goal and its most instrumental means may affect the
valuation of the means reflecting a transfer of properties between
goals and means (Fishbach, Shah, & Kruglanski, 2004). The
transfer principle suggests that objects that are useful and promote
goal attainment are valued (means valuation), whereas those
which may hinder goal attainment are devalued (means
devaluation) (Brendl, Markman, & Messner, 2003; Ferguson &
Bargh, 2004; Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007; Fishbach et al., 2004;
Lewin, 1935; Markman et al., 2007). The magnitude of such
valuation and devaluation is in direct proportion to the value
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attached to the goal itself, as well as the perceived instrumentality
of the means to goal attainment. In some early demonstrations of
the valuation effect, individuals purchased more food at the
supermarket when they were hungry than when they were not
(Nisbett & Kanouse, 1969). Similarly, Cabanac (1971) found that
sensory stimuli were more pleasurable when people had been
deprived of the particular stimulus thanwhen they had not been so
deprived (e.g., a warm stimulus was more pleasurable when the
person's internal temperature was cool than it was not). Recent
research has extended these findings and has shown that smokers
exhibit more positive attitudes toward smoking when they have
been smoking deprived than when they had just had a cigarette,
and are more willing to purchase raffle tickets for the opportunity
to win three cartons of cigarettes (Brendl et al., 2003; Sherman,
Rose, Koch, Presson, & Chassin, 2003). In the same vein, thirsty
participants evaluated items more positively that could satisfy
thirst directly (e.g., water and juice), but not items that were
only moderately instrumental to the thirst-quenching goal (e.g.,
coffee and beer) (Ferguson & Bargh, 2004).

Means valuation represents a self-regulatory mechanism
geared toward maximizing the likelihood of goal attainment. To
this end, people not only value the means that is most
instrumental to their goals, but, at the same time, they devalue
other objects (means) that are unrelated to the goal or that may
hinder goal pursuit (Brendl & Higgins, 1996; Lewin, 1935). For
instance, Markman et al. (2007) varied the strength of the need to
smoke in a group of habitual smokers and subsequently asked
them to rate their preferences for five different classes of
consumer products that varied in their relatedness to smoking.
Compared to smokers with a lower need to smoke, smokers with
a higher need to smoke not only had higher preferences for items
most related to smoking (e.g., cigarettes, lighters and ashtrays),
but reported significantly lower preferences for items unrelated
to smoking (e.g., DVD players and automobiles). Finally,
successful compared to unsuccessful dieters found tempting
vices (e.g., candy) less valuable than items which allow them
to maintain their diet (e.g., fruit) (Fishbach et al., 2003).

The emotional transfer between a goal and specific means
applies not only to chronic goals but also to goals that are
activated contextually. For instance, the consumption of fattening
foods constitutes a means for the goal of food enjoyment, but a
hindrance for the goal of weight-watching. Accordingly,
participants in research conducted by Fishbach and colleagues
(Fishbach et al., 2004) perceived the consumption of high-calorie
foods (e.g., fries, cake, and hamburgers) as more enjoyable when
the goal of food enjoyment was situationally activated compared
to when the goal of weight watching was present. By contrast,
consumption of low-calorie foods (which may be perceived as
an appropriate means for both food enjoyment and weight-
watching goals) was perceived as equally enjoyable across the
type of goals being momentarily activated.

An intriguing aspect of the means choice phenomenon is that
means instrumentality and value often exert their effects outside
people's conscious awareness and voluntary control. For instance,
although people expect that their need to eat will influence their
preference for foods in general and expect that they will enjoy
eating spaghetti with meatballs equally in the morning or in the
afternoon (Gilbert, Gill, & Wilson, 2002), research on means
valuations and choice suggests a different pattern of preferences.
Specifically, hungry participants value foods that are contextually
appropriate to the time of daywhen the study is taking place. Thus,
in one study a heightened need to eat increased preferences for
breakfast foods only for those individuals who participated in the
study in the morning and it increased a preference for dinner foods
only for individuals who participated in the study in the evening
(Markman et al., 2007).

The notions of means instrumentality and value suggest that
given an active goal, consumers' preferences and choices are
likely to be stable. The same means which proved to be
instrumental in the past should be consequently valued highly in
the present and repeatedly chosen. In the area of consumer
behavior, such phenomena are empirically attested by research
showing that much consumer behavior is repetitive with clearly
identifiable patterns of product purchases and consumption
(Ehrenberg, 1991; Khare & Inman, 2006). For instance,
considerable inertia-like, repeated purchase of the same brands
is evident across distinct shopping episodes (Bettman & Zins,
1977; Seetharaman, 2004) with long term financial and brand
performance advantages for the parent company. The psychol-
ogy of repeated purchase and consumption of particular brands
has been typically described in terms of the notions of brand
habit and loyalty. According to these notions, people develop
“fondness” for and attachment to a particular brand that leads to
its repeated purchase and consumption (Tam et al., 2009). The
nature of the association between goals and means discussed
above suggests that such brand habit and loyalty serve
regulatory purposes as well, whereby the means deemed most
instrumental to the attainment of a particular goal become
highly valued, making it more likely to be chosen. Goal systems
theory suggests in addition that perceived instrumentality of the
means may derive (somewhat irrationally) from strength of the
association between the goal and the means via a “frequency
heuristic” and from the transfer of the relative value of the goal
itself to its means of attainment (Zhang et al., 2007).

Non-unique associations between goals and means

The costs of multiple links: Dilution of goal-means association.
Not only do people become “fond” of certain products and brands,
but the presence of alternative options may undermine consumer
choice processes and outcomes. This may seem counterintuitive
as it contraverts the common supposition that more choice
increases the chances for a better outcome (Shin & Ariely, 2004).
However, recent laboratory and field studies in behavioral
economics, consumer and social psychology showed that
although people resent relinquishing their options, having “too
much” choice has negative emotional and regulatory effects (Botti
& Iyengar, 2006; Botti, Orfali, & Iyengar, 2009; Gilbert & Ebert,
2002; Ratner, Kahn, & Kahneman, 1999). For instance, people
are more likely to purchase gourmet jams or chocolates or to
undertake optional class assignments when offered a
limited rather than large array of choices (i.e. 6 versus 24 or
30). Furthermore, they are also more likely to report greater
subsequent satisfactionwith their choicewhen the set of options is
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smaller rather than larger (Iyengar & Lepper 2000). A large set of
options increases the difficulty of choice, leading to a greater
incidence of choice deferral and choice of the default option
(Dhar, 1997; Dhar & Simonson, 2003; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000;
Novemsky, Dhar, Schwarz, & Simonson, 2007; Tversky &
Shafir, 1992). Similarly, loading a product with numerous
features, that is having it serve numerous goals, has been found
to result in so called “feature fatigue”, decreasing consumers'
satisfaction with the product (Thompson, Hamilton, & Rust,
2005). Thus, toothpaste that claimed to prevent cavities was rated
to be better at cavity prevention than toothpaste that claimed to
prevent cavities as well as whiten teeth (Chernev 2007). Finally,
facedwith a choice between a regular pen and a pen that also had a
laser function, participants who were aware of the laser point
function preferred the regular pen to write down their personal
information (Zhang et al., 2007).

Why does multiplicity of options and features work “against”
us in some sense? In goal-systemic terms, these findings suggest
a dilution effect whereby the association between a means and a
goal is diluted by the presence of alternative means linked to the
same goal, or by the presence of other goals served by the same
means (Kruglanski et al., 2002; Shah & Kruglanski, 2003;
Zhang et al., 2007). According to a spreading activation
model (Anderson, 1983; Anderson & Bower, 1973; Henderson,
Iacobucci, & Calder, 1998), as the number of associations
attached to a mental construct increases, each association
becomes weaker, referred to as the “fan effect.” Thus, in the
presence of alternative means (or goals linked to the same
means) the strength of association between the goal and each
specific means is reduced, or diluted. In like manner, the
affective value of a specific means is also diluted (Fishbach et al.,
2004). In other words, the presence of several alternative
products may reduce the perceived efficacy or instrumentality of
each product to the underlying motivation of the purchase, or the
goal which the purchase is expected to serve, and it may also
reduce the valuation of that particular product due to reduced
transfer of value from the goal to the means.

Thus, despite the commonly held belief that “choice is
freedom”, the presence of multiple alternatives has a certain
psychological drawback in that it interferes with an efficient
self-regulatory process by diluting the associations between
goals and means (i.e. the available alternatives) thus leading to
what is phenomenologically experienced as choice difficulty
and deferral.

From this perspective, the choice of certain products or
brands represents a motivated action, in the service of goal
attainment. This further suggests that issues related to the
introduction of products onto the market, product presentation,
brand extension, etc. could be profitably re-considered from the
broader perspective of goal pursuit. Marketers often confront the
dilemma of reconciling the self-regulatory benefits of having
unique associations and thus fewer alternatives with people's
preference of “keeping the door open” and having a multitude
of options. One way out of the dilemma is to strengthen its
association and perceived instrumentality to goal attainment,
increasing its appeal despite the presence of other options.
Another possibility entailed in ethically questionable “negative
advertising”, is to portray the competitive brands as inefficient
means to the purchase's underlying goal. Finally, where the
brand's strong association with the goal had been established, a
choice for that brand might be further enhanced by highlighting
the importance (or value) of the goal that it serves.

The instability of choices and preferences: Simultaneous pursuit
of multiple goals. Despite frequent stability in consumers'
preferences, it is also true that consumers do not always eat the
same food, wear the same brand of shoes, or use the same tooth
paste. Although there is research supporting the repetitive nature
of purchase and consumption, an equal amount of empirical
evidence shows that, occasionally, consumers seek variety
(Givon 1984; Kahn 1995; Van Trijp, Hoyer, & Inman, 1996) or
engage in impulsive buying and consumption of products that
appear incongruent with their, plans, focal goals, or previous
choices (Ratner et al., 1999; Rook, 1987; Rook & Fisher, 1995;
Verplanken & Herabadi, 2001).

The obvious question then becomes: what are the conditions
under which people seek stability versus opting for variety? One
determinant of variety-seekingmay derive from situations where
alternative goals may be (unconsciously) activated. Indeed,
people rarely pursue goals in isolation. They are often motivated
by simultaneous consideration of multiple underlying objectives
(Atkinson &Birch, 1970; Cantor & Langston, 1989; Emmons &
King, 1988; Higgins, 1997; Markus & Ruvolo, 1989; Neiser,
1967). For instance, one may desire food that is tasty, healthy,
and inexpensive, or shoes that are comfortable, professional, but
also fashionable. Given that goals are automatically activated by
a variety of stimuli that people naturally encounter, including
semantic stimuli, objects, relationship partners, and strangers,
suggests that in typical rich and complex social environments,
the simultaneous activation of different goals seems practically
inevitable. Occasionally, even when people's explicit consider-
ation refers to a single goal (e.g. “working on a project”), other
background goals may become activated by features of the
environment (e.g. the smell of freshly brewed coffee) and exert
their influence outside consciousness.

The existence of alternative goals, whose presence may vary
from situation to situation, may induce instability in one's course
of action toward the same “focal” consumption goal. Recent goal
research has identified two mechanisms through which the
simultaneous presence of alternative goals may influence action.
One refers to goal pull whereby simultaneously activated goals
compete for limited motivational resources such that the pursuit
of one goal might amount to sacrificing the others. The second is
related to a quest for multifinal means that would allow, or at
least not hamper, the simultaneous pursuit of the several goals
that may be co-active in a given situation.

Goal pull in inter-goal competition. It is now well established
that the simultaneous presence of multiple goals may create
conflict (Hull, 1938; Lewin, 1935; Lewin, 1951; Miller, 1944).
Resolution of this type of conflict has been typically seen to
involve a trade-off based on the assumption that concomitance
of multiple goals might tax one's available resources (Anderson
et al., 2004; Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998;



215C.E. Kopetz et al. / Journal of Consumer Psychology 22 (2012) 208–223
Shah, 2005; Shah et al., 2005). In such circumstances, the
pursuit of one goal may be perceived as tantamount to
sacrificing the other(s) (Crocker & Park, 2004; Dhar, 1997;
Ferraro, Shiv, & Bettman, 2005; Kuhl, 1984; Kuhl & Weiss,
1994; Van Hook & Higgins, 1988; Ward & Mann, 2000;
Wertenbroch, 1998). Along these lines, several studies have
found that introducing an alternative goal undermines partici-
pants' commitment to a focal goal, hampers progress toward
that goal, hinders the development of effective means for goal-
pursuit, and dampens participants' emotional responses to
positive and negative feedback about goal progress (Shah &
Kruglanski, 2002). For instance, the subtle presentation of a
concept related to an academic goal (e.g., “study”) have been
shown to lead to the inhibition of concepts related to a fitness
goal (e.g., “jogging”) as reflected in participants' increased
response time when identifying goal-related words versus non-
words (Shah et al., 2002).

The result of goal competition is that in any given situation,
an individual may overemphasize a subset of active goals while
overlooking other, background, goals. For instance, one's
heightened concern for security might diminish one's concern
with frugality, leading one to spend lavishly on a home security
system while suppressing one's determination to keep one's
investment portfolio growing. Moreover people are often
unaware of the relative accessibility of their multiple goals.
The alternative or “background” goals that were accessible
during an initial choice may become less accessible and less
influential on subsequent occasions where the same focal goal
was being pursued. Further, the change in the status of goals
from focal (inhibiting) to background (inhibited) often goes
unnoticed. This dynamic nature of goals may result in instability
of people's preferences and choices, at times leading to unplanned
behaviors as well as post-choice regret and dissatisfaction.

Impulsive buying as the result of inter-goal competition.
Consumer research has long evinced several phenomena that
reflect the operation of such inter-goal processes. One such
phenomenon that received extensive attention is impulsive
buying, defined as a spontaneous and unreflective desire to buy
without thoughtful consideration of whether possessing
the desired object makes sense in light of more general
considerations (Rook, 1987; Rook & Fisher, 1995; Verplanken
& Herabadi, 2001). Research estimates that the probability of
unplanned purchases in the store under the influence of in-store
stimuli is between 46 and 93% (Inman,Winer, & Ferraro, 2009).
Given the psychological and economical implications of such
behaviors, an extensive amount of research has been devoted to
understand impulse buying. Originally, individual and cultural
differences were postulated to distinguish between “impulsive”
and “non-impulsive” buyers (Hoch & Loewenstein, 1991;
Kacen & Lee, 2002; Rook & Fisher, 1995; Youn & Faber,
2000). Although such efforts were valuable, their focus on
identifying stable factors underlying impulse buying tended to
obscure the dynamic nature of this process.

Beyond certain stable differences, most people engage in
impulsive buying occasionally. Moreover, impulse buying is
facilitated by new technologies such as television shopping
channels and the Internet, which provide an unending stream of
immediate purchase opportunities (Kacen & Lee, 2002; Vohs &
Faber, 2007). Recent research has resulted in an increased
awareness regarding the role of situational factors in driving
impulse buying and motivated further research to understand
the operation of these factors. It is now widely accepted that
impulse buying occurs in a state of “heightened desire” that may
arise momentarily and may have different sources (Hoch &
Loewenstein, 1991). For instance, the physical proximity of the
products has been found to increase desire for the products and
subsequent tendencies toward impulse buying. Touching
products in store, tasting free samples of food, sniffing enticing
aromas, or test-driving luxury automobiles can enhance impulse
buying by simply inducing a goal of possessing and consuming
that particular product (Faber & Vohs, 2004).

Impulse buying is not always product specific. It may occur
evenwhen there is no desire for a specific product. Rather, buying
impulsively in such circumstance may be instrumental to other
goals that are chronically or momentarily active. For instance,
both positive and negative moods have been associated with
impulsive buying and consumption (Beatty&Ferrell, 1998; Rook
& Gardner, 1993); in particular, shoppers in negative moods may
be actively trying to alleviate their unpleasant mood through self
or other-gifting (Elliot, 1994; Mick & Demoss, 1990). Recent
research brings more direct empirical support to this idea.
Specifically, people in negative moods tend to engage in actions
of indulgence and other impulsive behaviors (e.g. immediate
gratification and frivolous procrastination) only when they
believe that their unpleasant mood is transient and could be
“repaired” (Labroo & Mukhopadhyay, 2009; Tice, Bratslavsky,
& Baumeister, 2001). Finally, other goals such as the desire for a
positive social image and self-identity expression have been
found to motivate impulse buying as well. In this vein, Dittmar,
Beattie, and Friese (1995) showed that impulse purchases were
more likely to be items that symbolized the ideal self.

Although it appears that impulse buying is not solely
determined by stable personality factors but may be a response
to motivations momentarily aroused by specific contextual
features, the question is what general mechanisms are
responsible for such behavior. One possibility suggested by
goal systems theory is that impulsive buying may reflect a
general inter-goal dynamic whereby a desire for a (specific or
non-specific) product spontaneously activated by the environ-
ment outstrips other plans that the consumer may have, resulting
in impulse buying or consumption spurred by one's most
accessible concerns. For instance, whereas one may step into a
restaurant with a very specific plan to have a light dinner and
thus pursue one's weight control concerns, exposure to food-
related stimuli (e.g., the smell of freshly cooked food, the items
on the menu, and the sight of appetizing courses served to other
patrons) may activate the goal of food enjoyment. This latter goal
may, in turn, result in the inhibition of the weight control goal
and promote unplanned (or impulsive) eating contrary to one's
initial plans (Stroebe, Mensink, Aarts, Schut, & Kruglanski,
2008).

Future research should examine directly such mechanisms in
different areas of consumer behavior and explore their boundary
conditions. If it is true that environmental features automatically
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activate goals and that such goals may inhibit other concerns
that people have, one should be able to evidence instability in
consumers' preferences depending on what goals happen to be
activated. Furthermore, the instability should be mediated by
the extent to which the newly activated goals inhibit other goals
and be moderated by the subjective importance to the individual
of each of the active goals. Specifically, the amount of goal pull,
and consequently of impulsive buying and consumption, should
be limited when one's existing motivations are very important
and therefore less likely to be inhibited by goals activated in the
moment. The issue of goal importance directly leads to our next
section on goal shielding and overcoming temptations.

Goal shielding and overcoming temptations. Research dis-
cussed above raises the question of whether impulsive buying is
inevitable on each occasion where people are presented with the
opportunity to engage in it. Lay theories of psychology as well as
empirical research suggests that the answer to this question is no.
People may often exercise sufficient self-control and shield away
from impulsive acts and temptations when enough self-regulatory
resources are allocated to the pursuit of one's more important,
overarching goals. In this vein, Shah et al. (2002) showed that the
mere sub-threshold activation of participants' important goals (e.g.
“studying”) automatically inhibited alternative goals (e.g. “reading”
and “running”). Furthermore, the amount of inter-goal inhibition
was directly related to commitment to, or importance of the focal
goal. That is, the more important one's focal goal is to the
individual, and the more committed one is to its successful pursuit,
the more likely it is that alternative goals occasionally activated by
the environment will be inhibited and will have little impact on
behavior. Finally, exercising control in the face of temptations may
become automatized such that people may learn to activate their
overarching goals and hence to exercise self-control when faced
with temptations. In one study by Fishbach et al. (2003), University
of Maryland undergraduates who, by their own admission, were
either successful or unsuccessful academically, performed a lexical
decision task after first being exposed to a subliminal prime. On
some trials, the primeswere related to temptations to avoid studying
including words such as “television”, “procrastinate”, “phone” and
“internet,” and target-words related to the goal of studying, for
example, “study”, “grades”, “homework”, and “graduate”. On other
trials, the study words were the primes and the temptation-words,
the lexical targets. The results showed that for successful students,
temptation words activated study words to a significantly greater
extent than vice-versa. By contrast, for the unsuccessful students
the study words activated temptation words to a greater extent than
the temptation words activated the study words.

The quest for multifinal means. As discussed earlier, the
possibility that alternative goals may pull resources away from
each other implies the need to exercise choice between two
valued end states. Saving money is important, but wearing a new
pair of shoes from the Prada spring collection is very tempting.
Given the unpalatable possibility of having to give up on some of
their goals, people may take a very different approach to goal
conflict one that avoids framing the situation in zero-sum terms.
Specifically, goal systems theory proposes that when confronted
with multiple goals people may seek “multifinal” means
believed to promote their concurrent attainment, thus allowing
one to “have one's cake and eat it too” (Kopetz, Faber, Fishbach,
& Kruglanski, 2011; Kruglanski et al., 2002). This idea is not
exactly new. In fact, such a solution where multiple goals are
satisfied through a single choice or product is related to a
common manufacturing practice these days of equipping one's
products with multiple features responsive to consumers' varied
desires. The food industry, for example, is producing a large array
of diet foods that promise to deliver taste while reducing one's
caloric intake, allowing one to maintain (or acquire) a slim figure
at the same time as experiencing food enjoyment. Similarly, the
fitness industry has come up with energy enhancing, muscle
building, products that also promise to restore one's mineral
balance without compromising on taste. The electronic industry
has developed products equipped with a variety of features, cell
phones that serve as cameras, computer terminals, personal
calendars, and music boxes (e.g., Apple's iPhone) “all in one.”

Such practices are not surprising as marketing researchers
have repeatedly found that when consumers face a choice
between different models of a product, a majority tends to
choose the model with the most features (Thompson et al.,
2005). Research on consideration set formation by Paulssen and
Bagozzi (2005) speaks more directly to the possibility that
consumers' choice may be motivated by a quest for multifinal
means to attain co-active goals. Specifically, they found that
consumers' choice is not only determined by the extent to which
specific products satisfy a focal goal (e.g. a BMW satisfies the
transportation goal), but also other background, macrolevel
goals such related to one's ideal self image (e.g., power, aesthetic
pleasure, and social recognition).

Promotion and prevention focus. Background goals may be
very specific (e.g. the goal of power as described above), or may
represent more general regulatory tendencies such as promotion
or prevention focus (Higgins, 1997, 2000, 2002). The latter
represents process goals indicating the way (whether exuber-
antly or cautiously) individuals would like to progress toward
their outcome goals. Consumers may value more choices that
afford attainment of a specific focal goal (e.g. attaining a
specific object such as a car) while they also fulfill one's process
goal. In several studies, consumers preferred products whose
hedonic or luxurious dimensions were emphasized (e.g. cars
with soft leather seats and premium music sound system over
cars with battery back-up and ant-break system, desert over
main course) when they were in a promotion orientation.
However, the reverse was true for prevention orientation
participants (Chernev, 2004; Safer, 1998). In their seminal
work, Higgins, Idson, Freitas, Spiegel, and Molden (2003)
showed that participants priced the same coffee mug higher if
they had chosen it with a strategy that fit their regulatory
orientation (eager strategy/promotion; vigilant strategy/preven-
tion) than a strategy that did not fit.

In short, individuals can pursue the same outcome with a
promotion focus whereby they seek to secure the outcome
through a strategy of an eager approach, or with a prevention
focus, a strategy characterized by caution, and vigilance. In the
goal systemic perspective, pursuing the same outcome with
either a promotion or a prevention focus represents multifinality
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effects: the focal goal in such a case may be attainment of some
object, e.g. a mug, and the background goal may be a process
goal of promotion or prevention.

Need for cognitive closure. When judging different products
or alternatives, the relevance of the information presented in
evaluated not only in light of its diagnosticity for the judgment to
be reached, but also in light of consumers' need to attain closure,
or “desire for a firm answer to a question and an aversion toward
ambiguity” (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996a,b, p. 264). As the
need for cognitive closure (NFCC) increases, consumers “seize”
on information that facilitates the prompt attainment of cognitive
closure, such as unambiguous, early, salient, accessible, or easy-
to-process information that has direct and obvious implications
for judgment and behavior. Several studies evidenced the effect
of need for closure on consumers' judgment. Specifically, in one
study, Chun et al. (2006) had participants choose among three
pairs of socks (of equal quality), the one they considered of best
quality. Whereas participants' “focal goal”was kept constant (i.e.
choosing the best pair of socks), their presumptive “background
goal” of closure was systematically manipulated via time
pressure (versus accuracy) instructions (Kruglanski & Freund,
1983). The results showed that under high (but not under low)
need for closure participants exhibited a strong position effect
whereby the last pair of socks being examined was significantly
overchosen.

Consistent with our multifinality analysis, both goals above
(choosing the best pair of socks and reaching quick closure)
would have been satisfied to by the last objects in the array, the
last ones to be inspected following an initial, obligatory, sweep.
In other studies, high need for closure has been found to increase
consumers' susceptibility to persuasion techniques or their
reliance on previously held beliefs rather than the diagnostic
information about the product.

Relevant to these notions, in a series of experiments, Kardes,
Fennis, Hirt, Tormala, and Bullington (2007) presented a
message that increased participants' confusion or ambiguity (by
presenting the price of a product first in pennies) immediately
followed up by a second message that reduced the ambiguity
(by presenting the product price in USD), a technique known as
disrupt-then-reframe technique (DRT). The results showed that
DRT increased sales in a supermarket setting, willingness to pay
to join a student interest group and participants' favorability
toward tuition increase, but only among high need for closure
participants. In a similar study, Cronley, Posavac, Meyer,
Kardes, and Kellaris (2005) showed that when placed under
high need for closure (i.e. time pressure) consumers presented
with a lengthy (and presumably difficult to process) list of wines
were more likely to base their judgment of wine quality on the
wine price, rather than on other features of the wine (e.g. brand,
type of wine, and region). These cases too attest to the
multifinality effect in which a choice (e.g., of accepting a salient
suggestion, or following the price heuristic) carried out in the
service of some focal goal (e.g. deciding whether or not to join a
student group, or purchase a suggested product) is also serving
the background goal of closure.

In sum, there is growing evidence suggesting that consumer
behavior at different levels (e.g. product evaluation and choice)
may be affected by multiple goals simultaneously, thus
evidencing a quest for multifinal means, and a higher evaluation
of such means when they are found. Given such evidence, one
may wonder what are the implications of the multifinality quest
for different consumer phenomena. Our next session discusses
some of these implications.

Variety seeking as a quest for multifinality or “crowding out.”
The variety-seeking research suggests that people may introduce
variety among familiar items within the same product class as a
function of different motivations that may be present in particular
situations (e.g. self-presentation, the need for stimulation, etc.).
Need for stimulation has been traditionally considered the default
motivation underlying variety-seeking. In these terms, variety-
seeking was often approached as a biased behavioral response
driven by the subjective utility to the individual of variation per
se, independent of the instrumental or functional value of the
alternatives or items (Lähteenmäki & van Trijp, 1995). It soon
became apparent, however, that other goals, activated by specific
contexts may also induce variety-seeking (Kahn 1995; Ratner
et al., 1999). For instance, sequential choices from a menu of
options among members of a group in a restaurant-environment
tend to incorporate more variety than would be expected by
chance alone as a result of people balancing across several
individual-alone goals (such as gratifying one's taste) and
individual-group goals (such as self presentation, minimizing
regret and acquiring information) (Ariely & Levav, 2000).
Furthermore, consumers were found to seek variety more within
the same category of products (i.e., flavors and different type of
snacks) rather than among different categories of products
(Inman, 2002). This seems to suggest that variety-seeking is not
fulfilling a singular goal, but that it rather represents a quest for
multifinality whereby a consumer attempts to simultaneously
fulfill his/her focal goal defining the essential category of concern
(i.e., buying snacks, coffee, or dinner) as well as other
background goals, outside that category, that may be chronic
(i.e., need for stimulation) or activated in the moment (e.g., self-
presentation).

Although variety-seeking may reflect a quest for multifinal
means aiming to accommodate co-activated goals, it may also be
the result of a goal shielding process whereby an important focal
goal inhibits other background goals. In such circumstances
individuals may expand their set of means to include a greater
variety of options increasing the likelihood of goal attainment.
Thus, whereas a quest for multifinal means may induce variety
by diverting one's options from the means typically considered
to attain one's focal goal and restricting these options to those
means that satisfy all co-active goals, goal importancemay result
in variety seeking by expanding one's consideration set ofmeans
to maximize the likelihood of goal attainment. In this vein,
Kopetz et al. (2011, Study 4) investigated participants' choice of
foods for lunch as a function of the goals of food enjoyment and
dieting. When both goals were equally important, a multifinality
constraints effect occurred whereby participants restricted their
food choice to the foods that were tasty, but also low in calories
(multifinal means). However, when the goal of food enjoyment
was relatively more important than the weight control goal, a
crowding out effect was manifest. Specifically, participants
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expanded their means choice to include more foods that were
instrumental to the food enjoyment goal regardless of their
caloric content (Fig. 4).

Previous research on variety-seeking has focused primarily on
the switch from one option to another, but rarely investigated the
possibility that consumers may consider a variety of options
before they make their choice. Future research should distinguish
between these two processes that may result in the preference for
variety observed in consumer behavior research by exploring
whether variety-seeking is associated uniquely with the presence
of another goal that would limit the choice or with an increased
commitment to the focal goal that would expand the choice
and increase the likelihood of other means to be chosen based on
their availability and easiness.

Impulsive buying as a multifinality quest. Another phenom-
enon that may reflect a quest for multifinality is consumers'
impulsive buying resulting from their self-regulatory orientation.
Most deliberate human behaviors comprise activities in two
essential regulatory modes: a mode of assessment and a mode of
locomotion (Higgins, Kruglanski, & Pierro, 2003, Kruglanski
et al., 2000). The assessment self-regulatory mode refers to an
orientation toward critical evaluation of alternatives in order to do
the “right” thing, or choose the “best” option. The dominant
consideration has to do with how much can be accomplished.
Individuals strong in assessment mode are preoccupied with
evaluation such as “What are my options?”, “Are there any other
possibilities worth considering?”, “Which alternative is best?”,
“What should I do in the future?”, “How did I do in the past?” (see
Higgins, Idson, et al., 2003; Higgins, Kruglanski, & Pierro, 2003).
By contrast, the locomotion self-regulatory mode refers to an
orientation toward movement. The dominant consideration
determines how quickly and fluidly activity can be performed.
In the locomotion mode, individuals emphasize “doing”, “getting
on with it”, “making something happen” (see Higgins, Idson,
et al., 2003; Higgins, Kruglanski, & Pierro, 2003) rather than
critical evaluation. Indeed, individuals strong in locomotionmode
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Fig. 4. Number of tasty but high caloric vs. tasty and low caloric foods selected
as a function of importance of the goal of food enjoyment (Kopetz et al., 2011,
Study 4).
might refrain from critical evaluation if such “stopping to reflect”
halts steady movement from state to state. More generally,
locomotion relates to a willingness to choose any activity to work
on rather than waiting to begin, whereas assessment relates to a
willingness to wait in order to investigate and compare the
alternative choices. It is possible that locomotors will be more
prone to impulsive buying when this behavior appears to offer the
most instrumental means allowing them to “locomote” rapidly
and without delays.

Implications of the quest for multifinality. The notion that
individuals exhibit a quest for multifinality has a number of
implications considered briefly below.

a) Instability of choice. Goals and motivations are rarely fixed
and stable. They can be activated by shifting environmental
stimuli (Bargh, 1990; Bargh et al., 2001; for reviews see
Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007; Kruglanski & Kopetz, 2009a,b)
and may therefore affect an intriguing instability in the kinds
and number of means chosen as a consumer attempts to
accommodate his/her current pursuits. In other words, given
the same focal goal different means may be chosen in
different situations because different background goals
might have been activated. Furthermore, as noted earlier
this process may often occur outside one's awareness (Chun
et al., 2006). For instance, beverage choice (between Pepsi
and Coca-Cola) differed as a function of whether the
background goal of identification versus disidentification
with the U.S. was subtly primed. Specifically, when
reminded of the aftermath of September 11th attack, and
solidarity that New Yorkers displayed in those circumstances
(which presumably induced a sense of pride and a desire to
identify with the U.S.,) participants believed that a drink
labeled “Coca-Cola” was tastier than the same drink labeled
“Pepsi”, because Coke is considered a more “American drink”
(confirmed in a pretest). By the same logic, participants'
preference for the two drinks changed when reminded of the
Anthrax case (the notion that the deadly Anthrax packages
were sent by Americans) which presumably undermined
American pride and activated a goal of disidentifiying with the
U.S. In this case, participants selected a “less American” drink,
Pepsi, as being tastier than Coca-Cola (Chun et al., 2006).

b) Restriction in number of options considered. The uncon-
scious pursuit of different background goals (during pursuit
of a given focal goal) may have other important implications
for consumer behavior. One of these has to do with the
number of options available, and consequently, with the
difficulty of making a choice. Increasing the number of
requirements or goals a given option is required to satisfy
depletes the set of satisfactory options (Bettman et al., 1998;
Dhar, 1996; Dhar & Simonson, 1999; Iyengar & Lepper,
2000; Luce, Payne, & Bettman, 1999; Tversky & Shafir,
1992). For instance, while all functioning cars provide
transportation, fewer do so for an affordable price, and fewer
yet also please one's esthetic tastes, offer safety, boast a
stellar repair record, etc.
In line with this reasoning, we found that in several studies
people limit their food choice for lunch as a function of other
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goals that may be active at the same time. For instance, a
simple reminder of other goals that they had planned to
accomplish during the current day restricted participants'
lunch choice to those foods that were “easy to get”. In other
words, participants chose the means (foods) that were
presumably multifinal in that these foods fulfilled their
focal goal (of having lunch) and also their goal to save time
for alternative goals that they had planned for the day (Kopetz
et al., 2011, Study 1). Similarly, when reminded of their
dieting goal, participants whose focal goal was to get lunch
limited their food options (as means to their focal goal) to low
caloric foods, which allowed them to both have lunch and
maintain a healthy diet (Kopetz et al., 2011, Study 5).
Interestingly, participants seemed to be completely unaware
of the role that the goal of dieting was playing in their
choices. When asked about the reasons for their choice of
foods, a significant majority of our participants justified it in
terms of their focal goal (e.g. “It's lunch time and I'm
hungry”, “Because I feel like eating strawberries now”, “It's
tasty”, etc).

c) Choice difficulty and satisfaction. The idea of restriction in
number of means affected by a quest for multifinality raises
another important issue relevant to consumer choice and
consumption. Although very appealing because of their
capability to maximize value, multifinal means may be hard
to find. The more numerous are one's requirements (e.g., the
goals a particular purchase is intended to meet), the more
difficult and tortured the choice (i.e. the more “picky” and
“demanding” one's behavior as a chooser). Difficulty of
finding the satisfactory options may delay, or even suspend
one's choice depending on the relative value of the focal and
the alternative goals. Alternatively, a choice made after a
difficult search may increase consumers' satisfaction as a
result of an effort justification process (Labroo & Kim 2009;
Liberman& Förster, 2006). Finally, since consumers are often
unaware of the relative accessibility of their background
goals, they may find it difficult to justify the instability of their
preferences and may therefore experience low choice
satisfaction and regret when evaluating their past choices.
This may be particularly relevant when different goals are
active in the moment of evaluation than in the moment of
choice. Further research could potentially address these
issues.

d) Devaluation of multifinal means. Although multifinal means
are attractive for their capacity to satisfy multiple goals
simultaneously, this capacity may exact a price when only
one of these goal is active. That is, the value of multifinal
means may be reduced by the nonuniqueness of their
relationships to a goal one hopes to accomplish (Kivetz &
Simonson, 2003; Shafir, Simonson, & Tversky, 2000; Zhang
et al., 2007). Thus, whereas a multifinal means may be
preferred when all the goals linked to it are active, its value
may decrease when only one goal is active. To demonstrate
this effect, Zhang et al. (2007) conducted a series of studies
in which they manipulated whether a given means (e.g., pen)
was unifinal serving a single goal (e.g. “writing”) and or
whether it was said to be multifinal, serving two or more
goals (“writing” and “pointing”). Across studies, the given
means was perceived as more instrumental to the focal goal
when it was unifinal rather than multifinal.

Based on the empirical evidence it is clear that although
people value multifinal means, there are certain conditions
where such means may be less preferred compared to unifinal
alternatives. Orehek et al. (2010) attempted to identify such
conditions and investigate when and why individuals would
prefer a unifinal or a multifinal means. Across four studies
Orehek et al. (2010) found that self-regulatory mode (locomo-
tion vs. assessment), interacted with the perceived multifinality
of the means (unifinal vs. multifinal) to predict participants'
evaluation and preference for a wide array of means (e.g. aerobic
exercising, laptop, or pen). Specifically, locomotors systemat-
ically preferred unifinal means that were perceived to serve a
unique goal, whereas assessors preferred multifinal means
which served two goals simultaneously. These results speak to
two distinct properties of means, their value and instrumentality.
As locomotion is concerned with movement and making fluid
progress, actors prioritized instrumentality over value in their
choice of means to attain their goals. Conversely, because
assessment is concerned with critical evaluation and making the
best choice, actors prioritized value over instrumentality in their
choice of means.

The quest for multifinal means and its consequences
illustrate again the dynamic aspect of choices and preferences.
Specifically, these may fluctuate from one moment to the next
depending on their currently active goals. The multi-feature
home theatre system may seem the perfect choice in one context
and for certain individuals because of its capacity to serve
multiple co-active goals (audio system, DVD player, iPod dock,
etc.). However, the same product may lose its appeal when all
one wants is an iPod dock. From a marketing perspective, this
suggests the need to emphasize differentially the value and the
instrumentality of products with regard to the goals that they
may serve depending on the targeted segment of consumers.

To summarize, the quest for multifinal means appears to
represent a basic response to multiple-goal environments driven
by people's tendency to maximize value and get more “bang for
their buck”. Because goal pursuit is resource dependent, the
presence of alternative goals pulls resources away from the focal
goal and may result in inter-goal inhibition. Although people may
learn to shield their current (and/or important) pursuits from such
pull of resources, they may loathe giving up on any of their goals.
Hence, in the presence of multiple activated goals people's initial
inclination might be to avoid making a choice between them and
explore whether a clever solution may be found that avoids any
kind of loss. This process may occur explicitly as well as
implicitly, without individuals' awareness of the goals that affect
their choices, andmay induce a significant amount of instability in
one's preferences as a function of currently active goals.

Concluding remarks

In the preceding pages, we have suggested that numerous
phenomena that characterize consumer behavior reflect the
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dynamic operation of consumers' goals. Although goal concepts
have been long present in theoretical and empirical approaches
to consumer behavior, there have been few attempts to integrate
these goal-related analyses under a broader conceptual perspec-
tive. Research in consumer psychology has been largely
phenomena-driven rather than conceptually-driven, and issues
such as variety-seeking, impulsive buying, brand habit and
loyalty were studied separately and locally rather than as
reflecting more general principles of human action. Goal-
systems theory offers an integrative cognitively based perspec-
tive on these matters grounded in a definition of goals as mental
representations of desirable end states and identifying the basic
principles of goal-oriented action. In other words, goal systems
theory depicts how behaviors, choices, and preferences can be
understood as a joint function of basic cognitive and motivational
principles. In these terms, classic issues in consumer psychology
can be considered within a single conceptual framework. These
issues include topics of stability and instability of consumer
preferences, generation and consideration of sets of options,
choice difficulty and regret.

Throughout the paper we have emphasized that stability and
instability of choices and preferences (and their consequences)
can be understood by applying the general principles that
govern the relationship between consumers' goals and their
attainment means. Specifically, stability, repetitive choice,
brand loyalty and habit may reflect the consequences of unique
relationships established between a goal and a means deemed
instrumental to its attainment. Based on existing empirical data,
we argued that means (i.e., products and brands) acquire
instrumentality through a selection processes in which they are
regularly chosen and used and therefore perceived to offer the
best likelihood of goal attainment. Instrumentality of a product
or behavior to a specific consumption goal results in the transfer
of positive effect from the goal (valued end-state) to the related
product (or behavior), enhancing the evaluation of those means.
Thus, past choices and preferences may predict future ones by
strengthening the unique associations between an active goal
and the corresponding means. As a consequence, when the goal
becomes salient, it will automatically activate the representation
of such means and initiate its choice.

Whereas stability of preferences and choices typically reflect
the unique associations between a goal and its attainment
means, consumers rarely pursue one goal at the time. Goals can
be activated automatically by different features of the environ-
ment, raising the possibility that multiple goals may be co-active
and impact consumers' action simultaneously. Goal-systems
theory suggests that the course of action taken in such situations
reflects the operation of non-unique associations, whereby
multiple means simultaneously serve the same goal or a given
means simultaneously serves multiple goals. This process may
result in an instability of consumer choices and preferences.
Thus, rather than making choices in line with their previous
preferences or intentions, consumers may engage in impulsive
buying, or seek variety among products or brands. Whereas
these tendencies may appear “irrational” from an outsider's
perspective, they may instead reflect a momentary shift in one's
goal hierarchies.
To conclude, by identifying the general principles of human
action, goal-systems theory integrates a broad range of consumer
behavior phenomena that have been traditionally approached
separately. Such an approach offers a broader theoretical
perspective and specific testable hypotheses that promise new
insights into the dynamic nature of consumer behavior as well as
offering practical implications for marketers.
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