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1.6 THESIS SUMMARY 
 

 

Figure 2: Thesis Summary 
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2009). For example, a weight watcher may set up a goal of losing a certain amount 

of weight, or a student may set up a goal to get a good grade in his exams. These 

goals may induce the weight watcher and the student to act accordingly, such as 

eating healthy food or studying hard. Pursuing these goal congruent actions would 

then send out the message that progress has been achieved and that the goal has 

been partially accomplished (Fishbach and Zhang, 2009).  As a result, individuals 

may feel entitled to relax and may temporarily abandon the pursuit of their focal 

goal. They may instead resort to balancing acts by switching over to actions that 

are not consistent with the focal goal.   

 

Alternatively, individuals working to attain a focal goal can view their initial 

goal related actions in terms of commitment towards their goal (Fishbach & Dhar, 

2005; Zhang, Fishbach & Dhar, 2007; Fishbach, Zhang & Koo, 2009). The 

commitment frame of mind sends the message that the goal is important and that 

the expectancy to accomplish the goal is high (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974; Fishbach & 

Zhang, 2009; Fishbach, Zhang & Koo, 2009). Individuals primed with a 

commitment frame of mind are less concerned about their movement towards 

their end state or goal, or about their partial goal fulfilment (Fishbach & Zhang, 

2009). Instead, the commitment frame of mind makes individuals concerned about 

whether the final or overall goal has actually been achieved (Fishbach, Dhar & 

Zhang, 2006). 

 

Based on these assertions, interpreting initial goal related actions in terms 

of commitment toward the end state makes individuals feel an increased sense of 

the value of the goal and its expectancy of attainment. This prompts individuals to 

resort to highlighting by avoiding doing any activity that is inconsistent with their 

focal goal (Fishbach & Zhang, 2009). For example, the health goal of a weight 

watcher or the academic goal of a student might induce them to eat healthy food or 

study hard. Interpreting these goal congruent actions with a commitment frame of 

mind would then increase the perceived importance of the health goal for the 
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weight watcher and the academic goal for the student (Fishbach & Zhang, 2009). 

As a result, they would inhibit taking actions that are not consistent with their focal 

goal e.g. eating unhealthy food or having fun with friends (Fishbach & Dhar, 2005). 

  

The divergent effects of progress and commitment have been studied 

together as parts of same research studies in goal related literature (e.g. Fishbach 

& Dhar, 2005; Zhang, Fishbach & Dhar, 2007 etc.). For example, in one of the 

experiments in Fishbach & Dhar (2005), students were primed with the goal of 

doing well academically. The students were then asked to do an imagination task. 

Specifically, they were asked to imagine that they had studied hard for an entire 

day. The students were then primed either with goal progress or with goal 

commitment. The priming tasks were actually simple rating tasks. Specifically, 

students were asked to assess their level of academic goal progress or academic 

goal commitment whenever they studied hard for an entire day. Scales of 1 to 7 

were used for this purpose. Higher numbers on the scale indicated higher 

perceptions of progress or commitment. Students were subsequently asked to 

state their likelihoods for engaging in some non-academic activities that evening, 

i.e., activities inconsistent with their academic goal (e.g. hanging out or socializing 

with friends).  

 

It was observed that students primed with goal progress were more 

interested in engaging in goal incongruent activities as compared to students 

primed with goal commitment. The authors explained that inferences about 

academic goal progress encouraged to engage in something that was unrelated to 

their academic goal. On the contrary, inferences about academic goal commitment 

did not encourage students to engage in something that was unrelated to their 

academic goal. 
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Results from the goal progress and goal commitment literature (e.g. 

Fishbach & Dhar, 2005; Zhang, Fishbach & Dhar, 2007) also indicate that viewing 

future acts of goal pursuit in terms of goal progress or goal commitment has 

divergent effects on the willingness of individuals to engage in activities that are 

incongruent with their academic goals. For example, in one of the experiments in 

Zhang, Fishbach & Dhar (2007), gym goers were asked to interpret their workout 

plans in the future in terms of progress or commitment towards their goal of 

staying fit and healthy. In a subsequent choice task, the gym goers were provided 

with a choice set consisting of an unhealthy drink and a healthy drink .They were 

asked to make a choice between the two drinks. It was observed that the gym 

goers primed with goal progress preferred choosing the unhealthy drink over the 

healthy drink. On the contrary, gym goers primed with goal commitment preferred 

choosing the healthy drink over the unhealthy drink. The authors of Zhang, 

Fishbach & Dhar (2007) explained that viewing their future acts of goal pursuit in 

terms of goal progress made it easier for individuals to justify engaging in a goal 

incongruent behaviour in the present. On the other hand, viewing their future acts 

of goal pursuit in terms of goal commitment provided no such justification for 

individuals for engaging in a goal incongruent behaviour in the present.    

 

In a different experiment in Zhang, Fishbach & Dhar (2007), it was observed 

that individuals who viewed their plans of saving money in the future in terms of 

progress towards their saving goal subsequently showed a positive attitude 

towards spending money on leisure activities. Obverse results were observed for 

individuals primed with goal commitment i.e. individuals who viewed their plans 

of saving money in the future in terms of commitment towards their saving goal 

subsequently showed a negative attitude towards spending money on leisure 

activities.  It was observed in the same experiment that students who viewed their 

study plans over the next few weeks in terms of academic goal progress showed a 

subsequent loss in enthusiasm for doing their studies during the current week (i.e., 

the week in which the experiment was conducted). However, students who viewed 
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their study plans over the next few weeks in terms of academic goal commitment 

still displayed enthusiasm for doing their studies during the current week  

 

The work of Fishbach, Dhar & Zhang (2006) provides further support for 

the effectiveness of goal progress prime in promoting goal incongruent behaviour 

across different contexts (e.g. academic, health). For example, in one of the 

experiments in Fishbach, Dhar & Zhang (2006), a group of participants were 

primed with an academic goal. Another group of participants were primed with a 

health goal. Subsequently, participants interpreted a past or a future goal 

congruent activity (e.g. having studied for an exam for three hours or planning to 

work out in the gym for three hours in the future) in terms of progress towards 

their goals or in terms of commitment. Finally, participants were asked to respond 

to a question which actually was a measure of their goal persistence.  

 

It was observed that participants primed with goal progress were less likely 

to persist with their goals by doing goal congruent activities (e.g. showing non-

willingness to continue studying or showing non-willingness to drink something 

that is healthy but not that tasty) as compared to participants primed with goal 

commitment. 

 

Based on the very consistent and repeatable findings of the goal progress 

literature it is clear that viewing goal congruent actions in terms of progress 

towards the focal goal causes a tendency to balance. On the contrary, viewing goal 

congruent actions in terms of commitment towards the focal goal causes a 

tendency to highlight. In other words, goal progress encourages individuals to 

disengage from their focal goal and engage in goal incongruent activities. However, 

goal commitment encourages individuals to stay focused on their desired goal and 

does not encourage them to engage in goal incongruent activities. A diagrammatic 

overview of the literature is presented in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Diagrammatic overview of the goal progress/goal commitment 

literature 

2.2  CONTRIBUTION OF THE GOAL PROGRESS/GOAL COMMITMENT 
LITERATURE 
 

A natural question that arises is: What was the contribution of the 

goal progress/ goal commitment studies towards the marketing/behavioural 

sciences literature? The contribution was actually significant. A lot of work was 

done by scientists studying the phenomenon of balancing/ highlighting.  

 

What are actually the phenomena of balancing/highlighting? Dhar & 

Simonson (1999) puts this nicely. Say for example a consumer wants to experience 

Goal orientation literature 
 (Progress vs. Commitment)                 

Some of the key research papers in the goal orientation 
literature - Fishbach & Dhar, 2005; Zhang, Fishbach & 

Dhar, 2007; Fishbach, Dhar & Zhang, 2006 etc. 

 

The goal progress prime 
encourages individuals to engage 

in goal incongruent activities 

The goal commitment prime does 
not encourage individuals to engage 

in goal incongruent activities 

Resultant behaviour: Individuals 
primed with goal progress show a 
high level of willingness to engage 
in activities that are incongruent 

with their focal goal 

Resultant behaviour: Individuals 
primed with goal commitment 

show a low level of willingness to 
engage in activities that are 

incongruent with their focal goal 
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tasty food and at the same time he/she wishes to be healthy. Say this consumer on 

his visit to a restaurant orders a healthy but not that tasty entrée. Would this 

choice of a healthy but less tasty entrée have any effect on the type of dessert that 

he would choose to have? Based on Dhar & Simonson (1999), there could be three 

scenarios: First, each consumption episode could be considered independently in 

which case choice of the dessert would be made independently of the choice of the 

entrée that was made earlier. Second, the choice of a healthy but less tasty entrée 

could highlight a health goal in which case a healthy but less tasty dessert would be 

chosen. This is referred to as highlighting. Third, the choice of a healthy but less 

tasty entrée could increase the desire to take a compensatory approach during a 

subsequent consumption episode in which case a tasty but less healthy dessert 

item would be chosen. This is referred to as highlighting. 

 

A classic example of highlighting is the foot-in-door policy as was 

demonstrated by Freedman & Fraser (1966). The authors initially requested target 

individuals to make initial commitments to some social cause (e.g. promoting safe 

driving) by requesting them to comply with a small request (e.g. signing a petition 

promoting safe driving).  During a later date, the researchers went back to the 

same target individuals and asked them to comply with relatively larger requests 

consistent with their earlier commitments (e.g. displaying a big signboard 

supporting safe driving). It was observed that the targets complied with the larger 

requests. The authors asserted that having associated with the cause of promoting 

safe driving initially and having complied with the smaller requests induced 

targets to comply with the larger requests subsequently in order to be consistent 

with their commitments. 

 

In a similar vein, Harris (1972) displayed the foot-in- the door policy by 

showing that initial compliance to altruistic acts (e.g. helping someone to find an 

address) subsequently lead individuals to act altruistically (e.g. giving a dime to the 

person whom he had helped finding the address). The authors implicated that 


































































































































































































































































































































































































































