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ABSTRACT 

 

A well-supported view of goal pursuit states that committing to a specific plan for a goal 

will increase one‟s odds of success (Gollwitzer, 1999). The present work sought to reveal an 

exception to that rule. First, it was predicted that specific plans could cause a person to cease 

noticing alternative opportunities for attainment. Second, it was predicted that that effect could 

hinder a person‟s ability to capitalize on an alternative, even when it is the only means for 

achieving success. The results from three studies tended to support the predictions. In a pilot 

study, participants who made a plan for a goal expressed little interest in an alternative means of 

attaining it. In Study 1, it was predicted that a plan would cause a decrease in attention to 

alternatives during early stages of information processing. That prediction was not supported, 

due potentially to a flaw in the methods used. In Study 2, participants who made a plan were 

significantly less likely to capitalize on an alternative means, even when it was the only 

opportunity to fulfill the goal. That counterproductive effect of plans was mediated by an 

inability to recognize the usefulness of the vital alternative option. Together, the results suggest a 

trade-off in plan making. While plans may make people more committed to taking action, they 

may also cause people to be less flexible in their pursuit of the goal. Thus, plan making is only 

sometimes helpful. When successful goal pursuit requires an ability to switch flexibly among 

alternative means for attaining the goal, specific plans can be detrimental to success.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Plans are remarkably helpful for attaining one‟s goals. Usually, goal achievement 

requires careful self-regulation. One must monitor the environment for potential opportunities for 

attainment, and when those arise, one must decide how best to use them. Well-defined plans 

circumvent that process by enabling a person to determine the whole procedure ahead of time. 

Plans tell people exactly where to go, whom to talk to, and what to say. By committing to 

specific behaviors in advance, one can make goal attainment automatic and effortless 

(Brandstätter, Lengfelder, & Gollwitzer, 2001; Webb & Sheeran, 2003), thus greatly increasing 

one‟s odds of success (Gollwitzer, 1999; Gollwitzer & Brandstätter, 1997).  

While plan making can be hugely beneficial, I propose that it may also come at a cost. 

Successful goal striving often hinges on the capacity to adapt to unforeseeable obstacles. If one 

means for attainment is obstructed, one ought to abandon it for a more viable alternative. Such 

flexibility in goal pursuit may be sacrificed when one commits to a specific plan for attainment.  

Planning, by definition, involves committing to a specific means for meeting a goal. I 

hypothesized that such commitment can cause people to cease recognizing other opportunities 

for fulfillment. I hypothesized, furthermore, that planning can reduce the likelihood that a person 

will capitalize on an alternative opportunity, even when it is the only way to achieve success.  

 

The Benefits of Plan Making 

 

People frequently make strong but generic commitments to their goals. They claim that 

this is the year they will lose twenty pounds, but they never describe how they will go about 

achieving that. Such generic intentions do little to ensure that people will ultimately achieve their 

goals. To increase one‟s chances of success, a more productive approach is to make a 

commitment that specifies exactly what behaviors one will execute and when and where they 

will be carried out. Gollwitzer and his colleagues refer to such specific behavioral plans as 

implementation intentions (Gollwitzer, 1999; Gollwitzer & Brandstätter, 1997). Implementation 

intentions work well because they turn abstract intentions and into simple, executable actions 
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(e.g., Baumeister, Masicampo, & Vohs, in press). Once a person has committed to a specific 

plan, not only is goal fulfillment more likely, but reaching it becomes efficient and effortless 

(Brandstätter et al., 2001).  

 A major benefit of plans is they reduce the need to continue attending to one‟s goals. 

Most of the important decisions are made during the planning process. Hence, goals that are 

furnished with plans are relatively immune to obstacles that would derail less specified 

intentions. For example, even when mental resources are low (Webb & Sheeran, 2003) or when 

attention is occupied by other matters (Brandstätter et al., 2001), well-planned pursuits carry on 

undeterred. A plan is like a script that a person can mindlessly follow, freeing thoughts and 

attention for other concerns. 

 

A Potential Trade-off 

 

While plans may make people more committed to taking action, they may also reduce 

people‟s vigilance for goal-relevant information. When in pursuit of a goal, people are usually 

attentive to opportunities to attain it. People have immediate, positive reactions to objects that 

can facilitate their goals (Ferguson & Bargh, 2004), they readily perceive instrumental intentions 

in others (Maner et al., 2005), and they seek out friends who can help them succeed (Fitzsimons 

& Shah, 2008). Even mental processes that are executed in fractions of a second reveal goal-

related biases. People are quicker to recognize a word, for example, when it is important rather 

than irrelevant to a currently active goal (Förster, Liberman, & Higgins, 2005). Everything the 

mind does – from the social relationships it favors to the sights and sounds it attends to – helps 

people recognize and seize opportunities for achieving their goals. Plans for a goal, however, 

may make people blind to that wealth of goal-relevant information. As reviewed above, plans 

ensure that a goal can be carried out without requiring further conscious effort or guidance. The 

fact that plans render attention to the goal unnecessary may cause people to cease noticing 

important goal-relevant information, in particular alternative opportunities for fulfillment.  

 The current work examined whether commitment to a specific plan can hurt rather than 

help goal attainment, particularly when an awareness of alternative opportunities is critical to 

success. One situation in which such awareness may be vital is when the availability of 



3 

 

opportunities is uncertain or unreliable. If one can rely on the fact that he will be home on 

Wednesday night, then it would be fine to set a plan to write a paper during that time. But if 

one‟s schedule is up in the air, a better approach may be to remain vigilant for free time rather 

than to assume falsely that free time will come at a certain juncture. In other words, plans may be 

helpful insofar as unforeseeable obstacles are absent. But if obstacles are present and they keep a 

person from encountering an opportunity that was central to his or her plan, then seizing some 

alternative becomes the only way to succeed. Unfortunately, a prior commitment to some lost 

opportunity may keep one from taking notice of the relevant alternatives. Plans could then lead 

to failure rather than to success.  



4 

 

 

THE PRESENT RESEARCH 

 

People in pursuit of a goal are usually vigilant for opportunities to fulfill it. I examined 

whether plan making reduces that vigilance, including to the point of being counterproductive to 

success. The aim of the current work was thus to reveal a tradeoff in plan making. On the one 

hand, plans make people more committed to taking action, and a wealth of findings supports that 

they can greatly increase success (Gollwitzer, 1999). On the other hand, the increased tenacity 

that plans afford may come at the cost of reduced flexibility. The present studies tested that 

notion. I hypothesized that plan making decreases the amount of interest and attention people 

devote to alternative means for goal attainment and that, as a result, plans reduce the likelihood 

that people will capitalize on an alternative means even when doing so is necessary for success.   

Three studies tested the proposed hypothesis. A pilot study sought initial support for the 

notion that planning to use one means for attaining a goal could reduce interest in an alternative. 

Two follow-up studies then assessed the nature of that effect. In Study 1, I examined whether the 

lack of interest in alternatives may occur in part because plans reduce attention to alternatives. 

That study examined whether plans could reduce biases in attention during early stages of 

information processing. Second, I examined whether plans, and the effect they have on vigilance 

for alternatives, could be detrimental to success (Study 2). That study examined whether a plan 

could hinder the ability to capitalize on an alternative means for attainment, even when it is the 

only means for fulfilling a goal. 
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PILOT STUDY 

 

 In a pilot study, I sought initial support for the notion that planning to use one means for 

goal fulfillment can blind people to alternatives. The study examined participants‟ interest in 

pursuing various goal means. The procedure was based on the assumption that exercise and a 

healthy diet are two means through which people meet the goal of maintaining good health (e.g., 

Fishbach, Dhar, & Zhang, 2006). I expected that participants with the goal to be healthy would 

express interest in eating healthy food. The more novel prediction was that a plan to exercise 

would counteract that effect. That is, I predicted that participants who committed to exercising in 

the near future would not exhibit a strong motivation to eat healthy food, presumably because the 

plan to exercise would have caused them to stop seeking other ways of being healthy.  

I also measured individual differences in perceived importance of the health goal. Prior 

work has shown that the effects of plan making may be moderated by goal importance (Sheeran, 

Webb, & Gollwitzer, 2005), such that planning for a goal is impactful only among those who 

highly value the goal. I therefore asked individuals to rate the importance of the health goal, so 

as to detect and control for any such effects.   

 

Method 

 

Eighty-five participants (66 females; M age = 18.73; SD = 1.73) reflected either on the 

need to exercise and stay in shape or, in a control condition, on the need to do well academically. 

Some participants who reflected on the need to exercise were further instructed to form a plan to 

exercise in the near future. The study was thus made up of three conditions among which 

participants were randomly assigned: health goal, health goal plus plan, and academic control. 

When reflecting on their assigned goals, all participants were asked to indicate the personal 

importance of the goal on a scale from 1 (not at all important) to 7 (very important). After the 

experimental manipulation, a brief filler task was administered. The experimenter then 

administered the main dependent measure, which required participants to rate their interest in a 

number of foods. The foods were ostensibly either healthy (fresh fruit, green vegetables, and 
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mineral water) or unhealthy (pizza and ice cream). Participants rated their interest on scales from 

1 (not at all likely to consume in the next do or so) to 7 (very likely to consume in the next day or 

so).  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

The interest ratings for the healthy food items were averaged to create a healthy food 

index and the ratings for the unhealthy food items were averaged to create an unhealthy food 

index. The difference between these scores served as the measure of interest in healthy eating, 

with higher values indicating greater interest. 

A contrast analysis assessed whether participants who reflected on the goal to exercise 

and stay in shape (those in the health goal and health goal plus plan groups) showed greater 

interest in eating healthy food than did control participants. As expected, participants in the 

health goal (M = 1.66, SD = 1.69) and health goal plus plan (M = 1.20, SD = 2.12) conditions 

expressed more interest in eating healthy food than did participants in the academic control 

condition (M = 0.55, SD = 1.56), F(1, 82) = 4.49, p = .037. Thus, participants who reflected on 

the need to exercise and stay in shape later expressed high interest in eating healthy food, which 

is an alternative means to maintaining good health.  

 The novel prediction was that among participants primed with the goal to be healthy, 

those who made a plan to exercise would show less interest in eating healthy food than those 

who formed no plan. To test this prediction, a regression analysis focused only on participants in 

the health goal and health goal plus plan conditions. The regression analysis used a model that 

predicted interest in healthy food as a function of condition (health goal vs. health goal plus 

plan), exercise importance, and the condition-by-importance interaction.   

  The overall regression model was significant, F(3, 52) = 4.89, p < .01. Results yielded a 

non-significant two-way interaction, β = .79, t < 1, ns, and a significant main effect of health 

importance, β = .53, t(52) = 3.51, p < .001, such that greater importance of the goal to be healthy 

predicted greater interest in healthy food. More importantly, results also yielded the predicted 

main effect of condition, β = -.28, t(52) = -2.13, p = .038, such that participants who made a 

specific plan to exercise showed less interest in eating healthy food than participants who made 
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no plan. Thus, planning to engage in one means for maintaining one‟s health (exercising) 

reduced interest in an alternative means for achieving the same goal (eating healthy food).  
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STUDY 1 

 

Study 1 sought to clarify the effect observed in the pilot study. While it was revealed that 

making a plan to exercise reduced later interest in healthy food, it was unclear what processes 

contributed to that effect. One possibility is that the effect was a result of careful deliberation. 

Planners could have decided to reward their impending acts of exercise with delicious treats, thus 

causing them to express little interest in the healthier but less tasty food options. A second 

possibility, which is the one I preferred, is that the lack of interest had its roots in a much earlier 

stage of information processing. I proposed that planners express little interest in alternatives 

because they simply do not take notice of the extra opportunity to fulfill the goal. Study 1 tested 

that notion.  

The present study examined whether plans cause inattention to alternatives during early 

stages of information processing. Usually, people express great interest in objects and people that 

help them attain their current goals (Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Fitzsimons & Shah, 2008), and 

such interest appears to have its roots in early stages of attention and perception. Indeed, goal-

relevant stimuli tend to capture attention quickly and automatically upon entering the perceptual 

field (Maner, Gailliot, Rouby, & Miller, 2007b; Moskowitz, 2002). The aim of Study 1 was to 

test the prediction that a plan for a goal could cause those early biases in attention to cease.  

Like the pilot study, Study 1 employed the goal to be healthy. Participants reflected on 

that goal, and they indicated how important it was to them personally (so that I could test for any 

effects of goal importance, as in the pilot study). Some participants were further told to make a 

plan to fulfill the health goal. Participants in a control condition reflected on the goal to do well 

in school.  The dependent measure was attentional adhesion, which is the tendency for attention 

to be captured by certain stimuli (Maner et al., 2007b). Past work has shown that people exhibit 

high attentional adhesion to information that is instrumental to fulfilling active goals and motives 

(Maner et al., 2007b; Maner, Miller, Rouby, & Gailliot, 2009b). In the present study, participants 

were exposed to the names of friends whom participants themselves described as instrumental to 

maintaining good health. I expected that reflecting on the goal to be healthy would cause an 

increase in attentional adhesion to the names of those instrumental friends. The more novel 
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hypothesis was that committing to a plan to meet the health goal would reduce that bias in 

attention. 

Study 1 also assessed participants‟ need for cognitive closure, using the Need for Closure 

Scale (NCS; Kruglanski, Webster, & Klem, 1993). The NCS identifies stable individual 

differences in the tendency to exhibit discomfort with ambiguity. People high in the need for 

closure prefer to act decisively. They are quick to terminate searches for relevant information 

once a decision is reached. In contrast, people who are low in the need for closure are rather 

comfortable with remaining open to new options and ideas (Kruglanski et al., 1993). Plan 

making could interact with the need for closure in at least two ways. One possibility is that the 

effects of plan making could be strongest among individuals high in the need for closure. As 

people who quickly seek to resolve uncertain situations, high need-for-closure people may be 

more likely than others to capitalize on an opportunity to plan. An alternative possibility is that 

the effects of plan making could be strongest among people low in the need for closure. High 

need-for-closure participants naturally seek quick resolutions, and so they may be inclined to set 

plans on their own. In contrast, low need-for-closure participants do not naturally seek quick 

resolutions, so they may show a relatively large shift in their approach when forced to make a 

plan. In either case, the need for closure could potentially interact with a manipulation of plan 

making, and so individual differences in that dimension were assessed.  

An additional innovation in Study 1 was to include a condition in which participants 

reflected on a specific means to attain the goal but did not make a plan to use it. That condition 

helped to differentiate between simply reflecting on a specific means, which constitutes one 

aspect of planning, and actually making a plan to use that means, which is what I hypothesized 

could decrease attention to alternatives. One could argue that the mere reflection on a goal means 

can cause one to overlook alternatives (e.g., Shah, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2002), and that full-

fledged plans are not necessary to produce the effect. However, I hypothesized that merely 

thinking about goal-related actions would be insufficient. Therefore, I expected that participants 

who reflected on a specific means to attaining the goal (the goal-plus-means group) would 

continue to show attentional adhesion to various goal means. Meanwhile, I expected that 

reflecting on a specific means and committing to a plan to using it would counteract that bias in 

attention.   
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Method 

 

One hundred and seven undergraduates (78 females; M age = 19.94; SD = 1.70) 

participated in the experiment, which was composed of a four condition (control vs. goal-only 

vs. goal-plus-means vs. goal-plus-plan) between subjects design. Participants were seated at a 

computer upon their arrival at the lab, and all instructions and tasks were administered in 

MediaLab (Jarvis, 2008). Participants first completed the NCS. Then participants completed a 

goal instrumentality measure, which was adapted from a procedure used by Fitzsimons and Shah 

(2008). The measure required participants to write about three goals: to be healthy and fit, to 

have fun and socialize, and to perform well academically. For each goal, participants listed the 

names of three friends who are instrumental to achieving the goal and three friends who are not.  

The next task depended on the experimental condition to which participants were 

randomly assigned. Participants in the control condition reflected at length on the goal to do well 

academically. These participants wrote about and rated the importance of doing well in school, 

and they generated a list of recent behaviors and decisions that have undermined that goal. The 

latter task was included so as to induce a feeling of goal incompleteness. A similar procedure has 

been used in previous work to strengthen the activation of goals (e.g., Moskowitz, 2002).  

In the other three conditions (goal-only, goal-plus-means, and goal-plus-plan), 

participants completed a goal priming procedure similar to that used in the control condition, 

except that it featured the goal to be fit and healthy. Participants in the goal-plus-means condition 

were given one additional instruction that was absent in the goal-only condition. They were 

asked to describe one health- or exercise-related activity that they sometimes engage in. 

Participants in the goal-plus-plan condition were also given an additional task that was absent in 

the goal-only condition. They were instructed to commit to a specific plan to do some health- or 

exercise-related activity in the coming days.  

Participants were given the Brief Mood Introspection Scale (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988), 

which served to delay administration of the dependent measure
1
. Then the experimenter 

administered a dot-probe visual cuing task (e.g., MacLeod, Mathews, & Tata, 1986; Maner et al., 

2007b) to measure attentional adhesion. In each trial of the task, participants observed two 

stimuli that were presented in quick succession, and they categorized the second of those two 
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stimuli. The first stimulus was always a name and the second stimulus was either a circle or a 

square. The task for participants was to respond to circles by hitting the „Z‟ key and to squares 

by hitting the „/‟ key. Participants were told to respond as quickly and as accurately as possible. 

In some trials (filler trials), the two stimuli (the name and shape) were presented at the same 

point on the screen. In other trials (shift trials), the two stimuli were presented at different points 

on the screen, therefore requiring the participant to shift her visual focus. In each trial, the initial 

stimulus was the name of a friend who was either instrumental or non-instrumental to the goal to 

be healthy and fit. The measure of attentional adhesion was how long it took participants to 

respond during shift trials, which is an indirect measure of how long it took to disengage from 

the various names.  

 

Results 

 

Attentional adhesion was defined as the average length of time (in ms) it took for 

participants to respond in shift trials that contained the names of instrumental friends. (An 

alternative measure of attentional adhesion that was defined as the difference between the 

average response time to instrumental friends and the average response time to non-instrumental 

friends was also assessed, and that set of analyses reached the same conclusions as those reported 

below.) Trials in which the participants responded incorrectly (approximately 3% of all trials) 

were excluded from the analyses. One participant had an unusually high average response time 

(greater than 3 standard deviations above the sample mean) and was therefore excluded from the 

analysis.  

 

Effects of Condition 

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) tested for an overall effect of the experimental 

manipulation on attentional adhesion. The omnibus ANOVA was not significant, suggesting no 

differences in attention amongst the four conditions, F (3, 105) = .63, p = .60 (see Table 1).  

Planned comparisons tested the specific predictions. An initial set of comparisons tested 

for replication of the effect whereby an active goal causes attention to be captured by goal-

relevant stimuli (e.g., Maner et al., 2007b). A comparison of the goal-only group with the control 
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group revealed no such effect, F(1, 102) = 1.11, p = .29. Thus, reflecting on the goal to be 

healthy, relative to reflecting on the goal to do well in school, did not cause attentional adhesion 

to the names of friends who facilitate good health. A comparison of the goal-plus-means group 

and the control group also revealed no significant difference, F(1, 102) = .005, p = .942, so that 

the goals-plus-means group also did not show the standard goal priming effect.  

 

Table 1: Attentional adhesion as defined by mean response times (in ms) in shift 

trials containing the names of instrumental friends. Standard deviations are in 

parentheses.  

 

Condition  

Control 630 (145) 

Goal-only 592 (129) 

Goal-plus-means 627 (147) 

Goal-plus-plan 637 (124) 

 

 

An additional planned comparison tested for evidence of the more novel prediction, 

which was that supplying a goal with a plan could reduce attention to goal means. A comparison 

of the goal-only group with the goal-plus-plan group yielded no significant difference, F(1, 102) 

= 1.44, p = .23. Thus, the results did not support the novel prediction.  

 

Interactive Effects with NCS Scores and Health Importance 

Further analyses tested for interactions between the experimental manipulation and the 

individual differences measures, which were scores on the Need for Closure Scale (NCS) and 

importance of the goal to be healthy. Not all conditions rated the importance of the health goal, 

so any effects of health importance could only be examined with a subset of the data. Those 

analyses are described below. First, the influence of NCS scores was tested using the full set of 

data. A regression model was used that predicted attentional adhesion as a function of condition, 

NCS scores, and their two-way interaction. The four conditions were represented with three 

dummy code variables. The overall model was not significant, F(7, 98) = .91, p = .50. Results 

also revealed no significant main effects and no significant interaction, all ts < 0.7, all ps > .50.  

A second regression analysis examined whether there was an influence of health 

importance in relation to the conditions and NCS scores. The control condition was excluded 
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from this analysis, as participants in that group did not supply ratings of importance of the health 

goal. A regression model was used that predicted attentional adhesion as a function of the 

remaining three conditions (represented with two dummy code variables), NCS scores, health 

importance, and all two-way and the three-way interactions. Results revealed that the overall 

model was not significant, F(11, 67) = .81, p = .63, and there were no significant main effects 

and or interactions, ts < 0.60, ps > 0.60.  

 

Controlling for name length 

 Post-hoc analyses examined whether the length of the names used in the dot-probe visual 

cuing task influenced response times. Longer names could have taken longer to process, and that 

may have contributed to processing time as well as to overall response latencies. A series of 

analyses therefore employed attentional adhesion measures that controlled for name length. For 

these analyses, each response time was divided by the number of characters in the name to which 

participants responded. Each of the analyses reported above was repeated with the modified 

dependent measures. The results again yielded no significant effects.   

 

Discussion 

 

The results from Study 1 yielded no support for the predicted effects. First, I expected 

that activating a goal would increase attention to various means for fulfilling it, as has been 

found in previous work (e.g., Maner et al., 2007b). Second, I expected that having participants 

plan for the goal could counteract that effect, which was the more novel prediction. Instead, the 

experimental manipulations had no apparent influence on attention.  

The focus of Study 1 was on attentional adhesion, which is the tendency for attention to 

be captured by certain stimuli. I measured attentional adhesion to the names of friends whom 

participants described as instrumental to being healthy. No differences in attentional adhesion 

between the conditions were observed. Priming people with a health goal did not increase 

attentional adhesion to the names of instrumental friends. In addition, allowing participants to 

plan for the goal did not reduce attentional adhesion. Indeed, there were no significant effects of 
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the experimental manipulation or of the individual difference measures (NCS scores and health 

importance) on the dependent measure.  

The complete lack of significant effects hints at a potential weakness in the methods 

used. Perhaps the most telling indication is that Study 1 failed to find evidence of a well-

replicated goal priming effect. Usually, an active goal or motive causes attentional adhesion to 

goal-relevant information, such as other people who are instrumental to goal attainment (e.g., 

Maner et al., 2007b; Maner et al., 2009b). In the present study, that effect was not observed, even 

though a post-hoc power analysis suggested that the study should have been able to detect it. The 

effect size of priming a health goal was found to be medium to large (Cohen‟s d = .68) according 

to the results from the pilot study, which employed a similar manipulation as did Study 1. 

Moreover, the sample size in the present study achieved adequate power (.85) for detecting such 

an effect. Yet no influence of the health goal on attentional adhesion was found. The fact that 

Study 1 failed to replicate even that standard goal priming effect suggests that it also failed to 

provide an adequate test for an effect of plan making, which was the ultimate aim of the study. 

To be sure, there may not be an effect of plan making on attention. But that cannot be concluded 

with certainty given the apparent inadequacies of the present study.   

One anomaly was observed in the present data that may help explain why no effects were 

found. The response times that were recorded in Study 1 were unusually high in comparison to 

those recorded in other work. A review of the literature yielded seven studies across four papers 

that used the same version of the dot-probe task as the one in the current study. Each of the seven 

studies compared the rise and fall of attentional adhesion across experimentally manipulated 

conditions. Participants in conditions exhibiting low attentional adhesion had average response 

times ranging from approximately 430 ms to 551 ms (Maner et al., 2007b; Maner et al., 2009b; 

Maner, Gailliot, & DeWall, 2007a; Maner, Gailliot, & Miller, 2009a). In contrast, the control 

condition in the present study, which should have exhibited the lowest attentional adhesion of the 

four conditions, exhibited a much higher average response time of 630 ms. Indeed, that value 

surpasses the averages of even the high attentional adhesion groups in previous work. Average 

response times of those groups ranged from 495 ms to 600 ms across the seven studies reviewed. 

Thus, the baseline level of attention in the present study (i.e. that obtained from the control 

condition) was already higher than any average that has been recorded in similar work. 
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Moreover, the other three conditions in the present study exhibited similar response times, as 

they did not differ significantly from the control group.  

The unusually high response times in the present study may indicate one of at least two 

things. First, it could indicate that the baseline level of interest was exceedingly high. The current 

work used stimuli that were arguably much more self-relevant than stimuli used in past research, 

and that could have caused the elevated baseline level of attention. In the present study, the 

stimuli were names of close friends, which participants themselves supplied. The names of 

friends are presumably already attention grabbing, regardless of whether those friends are 

instrumental to a temporarily active goal. That high level of interest might have made any 

differences between conditions difficult to detect. It is possible that the dot-probe task is fairly 

good at revealing differences within some ranges of interest (e.g., when distinguishing between 

attention to high interest vs. low interest stimuli) but not in others (e.g., when distinguishing 

between stimuli that are all of high interest). The present study may thus have suffered due to 

hitting a sort of ceiling in the attentional adhesion measure.  

 Second, the high response times could indicate that participants were simply not 

responding quickly enough. Perhaps the instruction to respond as quickly as possible during the 

dot-probe task was not clearly communicated. If so, that would be problematic. The attentional 

adhesion measure assumes an inability to disengage from certain stimuli. If participants were not 

responding as quickly as they could, however, then factors other than inability would have 

played into the length of each response. Response times would no longer reflect inability, 

potentially washing out any differences in attentional adhesion that may have occurred as a result 

of the manipulations.  

Whether due to instructions that were poorly communicated or to control stimuli that 

were less than optimal, Study 1produced no significant effects. The hypothesis was not 

confirmed, but also standard effects were not replicated. Hence, the results were insufficient for 

warranting any reliable conclusions. Study 2 therefore adopted a different approach to examining 

the hypothesis that planning can reduce vigilance for alternative means. It sought evidence that a 

plan can reduce a person‟s ability to capitalize on an alternative, even when it is the only means 

for fulfilling the goal. And it sought to show that a reduction in awareness of alternatives 

mediates that effect.  
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STUDY 2 

 

Study 2 tested whether setting a plan for a goal could hinder goal attainment. It also 

tested whether an inability to recognize other opportunities for attainment mediated that effect. 

Participants were assigned a goal that they tried to fulfill in the lab. Within one set of conditions, 

I sought to replicate the standard effect of plan making, which is to facilitate success. In a second 

set of conditions, however, I expected a drastically different result. I introduced an obstacle so 

that goal fulfillment required a degree of flexibility. To succeed, participants had to recognize 

and capitalize on an alternative means of attainment. I predicted that plan making in that case 

would hurt rather than help goal attainment, because I expected that plan makers would not take 

notice of or capitalize on the crucial alternative.  

Participants‟ task in Study 2 was to use the internet to answer various sets of questions. 

Participants were logged into a program that directed them to a series of websites, and each 

website was accompanied by a set of questions that the participants answered. An additional goal 

was assigned at the outset: to look up actor Bill Murray‟s birth year during the task. The 

participants would not be reminded to seek that information, and not every website could provide 

it. So the challenge was to remember to look it up and to utilize a website that could provide the 

answer. In one condition, no obstacles were present, and participants were allowed to complete 

the task without interruption. In that condition, I expected that making a plan (to look the 

information up at a particular website) would increase success. In another condition, a time limit 

restricted participants so that the task ended prematurely. The last website participants had access 

to after the time warning was one that participants could have used to look up Bill Murray‟s birth 

year. I expected that most participants would recognize that fact and would therefore use the 

website to look up the information. However, I predicted that participants who had made a plan 

to obtain the information elsewhere (i.e. at a website that would normally have been visited later 

on) would be unlikely to recognize the website‟s usefulness and hence would fail to use it.   

One aim of Study 2 was to examine whether a failure to recognize the critical alternative 

means would mediate the detrimental effect of plan making. I therefore sought evidence that 

participants who formed a plan ceased to take notice of the alternative means of attainment, 
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which is similar to the effect that Study 1 attempted to find, albeit unsuccessfully. The present 

study took a different approach to testing for that effect. Whereas Study 1 assessed attention with 

an implicit measure (response times), the present study used a self-report measure of attention. It 

asked participants to indicate explicitly whether they recognized the potential means for what it 

was: an opportunity to fulfill the goal.  

The present study sought also to rule out a potential alternative explanation for its effects. 

I expected that planners would fail to capitalize on an alternative means to fulfilling the assigned 

goal. Moreover, my preferred explanation for that effect has been that plan participants would 

simply fail to notice the usefulness of the alternative means. However, one viable, alternative 

explanation incorporates no such lack of awareness. It states that plan participants may 

consciously refuse an alternative means due to a sense of obligation to the original plan. Indeed, 

plans could be interpreted as public declarations, and people might feel pressured to honor plans 

so as not to appear frivolous. If so, planners may recognize potential alternatives but they may 

nevertheless decide to avoid them. The present study was designed to minimize any sense of 

obligation. It was emphasized to participants that they should do whatever they could to fulfill 

the goal, regardless of any plans. Still, I assessed the extent to which people felt obligated to use 

one means over another to see whether that contributed to ultimate rates of success.  

A pilot study determined the most popular means available for participants‟ assigned 

goal, which was to look up Bill Murray‟s birth year. That means would ultimately serve as the 

crucial alternative means in Study 2. If committing to a plan for a goal could cause participants 

to overlook even that most popular means, then that would lend strong support to the hypothesis 

that plans can blind people to alternatives. Wikipedia.org is a popular online encyclopedia, and I 

anticipated that it would be the most popular means for learning Bill Murray‟s birth year 

amongst people in the population of interest (undergraduates at Florida State University). A pilot 

study tested that expectation. Twenty undergraduates (14 females; M age = 19.70; SD = 1.09) 

were asked to list two websites they would use (excluding search engines such as Google) if they 

wanted to learn the year in which Bill Murray was born. The most popular answer was 

Wikipedia, which 75% of respondents listed. The second most popular answer was IMDb.com, 

an online database of information related to film and television, which 45% of respondents listed. 
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No other website was listed more than twice (i.e. by 10% of respondents). Thus, Wikipedia 

appeared to be the most popular means for fulfilling the goal in question.   

 Participants in the current study were assigned the goal of looking up Bill Murray‟s birth 

year while answering various sets of questions. I predicted that making a plan for the goal would 

increase success, so long as participants were allowed to complete the task in its entirety. In 

another condition, I introduced a time constraint that caused the task to end prematurely. 

Fulfillment of the target goal therefore required that participants take advantage of the last 

website available to them, which was Wikipedia. Within this condition, I predicted a detrimental 

effect of plan making. I predicted that participants who had set a plan for the assigned goal 

would fail to recognize Wikipedia as an alternative source for fulfilling it. Thus, I hypothesized 

that when success requires flexibility, plans can be detrimental to success.  

 

Method 

 

 Ninety-eight undergraduates (46 females; M age = 19.68, SD = 1.62) participated in the 

experiment, which was composed of a 2 (plan condition: no plan vs. plan) x 2 (time condition: 

sufficient time vs. insufficient time) between subjects design. The experiment ostensibly 

examined how people navigate websites. Participants were seated at a computer upon their 

arrival at the lab, and all instructions and tasks were administered in MediaLab (Jarvis, 2008).  

Participants were told that they would be directed to a series of websites and that each 

website would be accompanied by a set of questions they would answer. For example, 

participants would be directed to espn.com so as to answer the question “How many wins have 

the Los Angeles Lakers had this season (2009-10)?” It was explained that participants would 

visit several websites across two trials and that they would answer up to four questions for each 

website. Moreover, participants were told they would have a time limit for each trial and that 

warning messages would indicate when time was running low.  

 Participants were then introduced to the target goal. It was explained that, in addition to 

answering the various questions that would be given to them, they would be assigned to look up 

one additional fact during the trials. All participants were told that their assigned fact was the 

year in which actor Bill Murray was born. Participants were told that there would be no prompt 
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during the trials to instruct them to look up the assigned fact, but that they would be asked to 

reproduce the answer at the end of the study. Participants were told they could look up the 

information at any point of their choosing during the two trials.  

Participants were shown a partial list of websites they would be visiting, including 

descriptions of those websites. One of the websites listed was The Internet Movie Database 

(IMDb), which was the second most popular website for looking up Bill Murray‟s birth year in 

the pilot study. The description of IMDb stated that the website contains detailed information on 

all Hollywood films and on the producers, directors, actors, and other employees that worked on 

them. Wikipedia was not included in the list.  

The instructions that participants saw in regard to the above list depended on condition. 

Participants were randomly assigned to either the plan or no plan condition. In the no plan 

condition, participants were simply told to note the various websites in the list. They were also 

told that, of the websites they would be visiting, they could use any one that might be helpful for 

looking up their assigned fact. The list was taken away and participants saw a new screen with a 

text box and further instructions. The instructions suggested to participants that, for their own 

benefit, they should ensure fulfillment of the target goal by repeating it. They were told to type 

the phrase “Bill Murray‟s birth year” into the text box five times, repeating it to themselves each 

time they typed it.  

In the plan condition, participants were asked to indicate one website from the list of 

websites that they could potentially use to look up their assigned fact. All participants indicated 

IMDb. Participants were reminded that, of the websites they would be visiting, they could use 

any one that might be helpful for looking up their assigned fact. The list was taken away and 

participants saw a new screen with a text box and further instructions. The instructions suggested 

to participants that, for their own benefit, they should make a plan to look up Bill Murray‟s birth 

year by typing “When I get to [the name of a website], I will look up Bill Murray‟s birth year” 

into the text box. They were told to include the name of a website they could use to look up their 

fact and to type that sentence five times, repeating it to themselves each time they typed it. It was 

emphasized that participants could indicate any website of their choosing, but it was anticipated 

that all participants would include IMDb in their plans. (That was indeed the case.) 
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Both plan and no plan participants thus had the same goal. However, only participants in 

the plan condition furnished their goal with a specific plan (or implementation intention) for 

attaining it. Those participants made a plan to use IMDb to look up the assigned information.  

 Participants then started working on the two trials. The format of both trials was as 

follows. Before visiting each website, participants saw a screen displaying the name of the 

website (e.g., “www.craiglist.com”). On the next screen, the first question appeared along with 

the total number of questions for the current website (e.g., “Question 1 of 3 for craigslist.com”). 

After reading the question, participants clicked „continue‟ so as to be directed to the website 

where they could search for the answer. Once participants found the answer, they clicked 

„continue‟ again to bring up a screen where they could type their answer. After typing their 

answer, they were shown the next question in the series.  

Participants visited four websites in Trial 1. Despite what they were told, participants 

were not timed in either trial. To maintain the appearance that time was being kept, a 2 min 

warning was given prior to the last question in the first trial. None of the websites visited during 

the first trial served as a potential means for fulfilling the goal of looking up Bill Murray‟s birth 

year.  

Trial 2 was the critical one. Upon starting Trial 2, participants were told only that the trial 

would consist of six websites, though they were not told the names of each one. The fourth 

website was IMDb. The third website was Wikipedia, which was the only website other than 

IMDb that participants could have used to look up Bill Murray‟s birth year. Hence, goal 

fulfillment required using one of those two websites. 

Whether participants were allowed to complete Trial 2 (and therefore visit each of the six 

websites) depended on which condition they were in. Participants were randomly assigned to 

either the sufficient time condition or the insufficient time condition. In the sufficient time 

condition, participants were given ample time to visit all websites and answer all questions. 

Thus, they had access to both Wikipedia and IMDb as potential means for fulfilling the target 

goal. 

In the insufficient time condition, Trial 2 ended while participants were using Wikipedia, 

which was the website that preceded IMDb. Immediately after participants saw the screen 

introducing the Wikipedia, a warning indicated to participants that there were only 30 s left in 
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the trial. The implication for participants in the insufficient time condition was that they would 

not reach IMDb and therefore would not be able to use it as a means for looking up Bill 

Murray‟s birth year. Indeed, the trial was programmed to end immediately after the second (and 

last) question for Wikipedia. Thus, the only way to fulfill the target goal was to use Wikipedia 

instead of IMDb.  

After the trials, participants were asked to indicate what additional fact they were 

assigned to look up during the trials. All participants indicated that they were asked to look up 

Bill Murray‟s birth year. All participants were thus aware of the additional target goal, regardless 

of whether they were able to meet it. Participants were then asked whether they successfully 

looked up the fact and, if so, to reproduce it. All participants were then asked to describe their 

experience of trying to look up the fact, including why they were able or unable to succeed. 

Successful participants were asked to indicate which website they used to look up the assigned 

fact. 

Participants then responded to questions aimed at assessing perceptions of IMDb and 

Wikipedia as they related to the assigned goal. One aim was to measure to what extent 

participants were aware of Wikipedia as a potential means for fulfilling the target goal 

(Wikipedia awareness). A second aim was to measure to what extent participants felt obligated 

to use IMDb rather than Wikipedia to fulfill the target goal (IMDb obligation).  

Participants answered the question “While the trials were ongoing, how aware were you 

of the fact that Wikipedia.org was a website that could have provided you with Bill Murray‟s 

birth year?” on a 1 (not at all aware) to 7 (very aware) scale. This served as the measure of 

Wikipedia awareness. Participants also answered the questions “To what extent did you feel like 

you were NOT supposed to use Wikipedia.org to look up your fact?” and “To what extent did 

you feel like you were supposed to use IMDb.com to look up your fact?” on 1 (I did not feel that 

way at all) to 7 (I very much felt that way) scales. Those two items were reliable (Cronbach‟s α = 

0.60), and so they were averaged to create a measure of IMDb obligation. 

 Last, participants completed a demographics questionnaire. They were debriefed 

regarding the purpose of the study and were dismissed from the lab.  
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Results 

 

Rates of Success 

Success was determined by whether participants were able to learn and later report Bill 

Murray‟s birth year. A logistic regression predicted success as a function of the plan 

manipulation (coded 0 for no plan and 1 for plan), the time manipulation (coded 0 for sufficient 

time and 1 for insufficient time), and their interaction term. The results revealed a significant 

interaction, b = -3.75, SE = 1.27, p = .003.  

 

  

 

Figure 1: Percentages of successful participants by condition. 

 

 

Additional logistic regression analyses clarified the nature of the interaction. An initial analysis 

focused on participants in the sufficient time condition, who completed the task in full and hence 

were allowed to visit both Wikipedia and IMDb. Among participants in that condition, there was 

a significant effect of planning, b = 2.29, SE = 1.11, p = .039, such that more participants in the 

plan condition (95.5%) were successful than in the no plan condition (68.0%). Thus, Study 2 

replicated within the sufficient time condition the beneficial effect of plans on goal attainment 

(e.g., Gollwitzer, 1999)
2
.  
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A second analysis focused on participants in the insufficient time condition, who were 

allowed to visit Wikipedia but not IMDb due ostensibly to time constraints. This analysis tested 

the novel prediction that a plan to use a specific means (IMDb) for the assigned goal would 

cause participants to be less likely to capitalize on an alternative (Wikipedia) and therefore more 

likely to fail. That prediction was confirmed. Results revealed a significant effect of planning on 

goal attainment, b = -1.46, SE = .61, p = .017, so that fewer participants in the plan condition 

(36.7%) were successful than in the no plan condition (71.4%; see Figure 1). In the insufficient 

time condition, plans significantly hurt rather than helped goal attainment.   

 

Mediation Analyses 

Further analyses examined the mechanism underlying the counterproductive effect of 

plan making. These analyses focused only on participants in the insufficient time condition.  

I anticipated two factors that could have contributed to the counterproductive effect of 

plans. First, participants who formed a plan could simply have been unaware of Wikipedia as a 

potential means for fulfilling the target goal. That is, they could have overlooked using 

Wikipedia, and that could have led to lower rates of success. Alternatively, participants who 

formed a plan could have felt obligated to use IMDb, and use of Wikipedia may have been 

perceived as a violation of that commitment. Study 2 looked for evidence of mediation by both 

factors. 

Analyses first tested whether Wikipedia awareness mediated the relationship between the 

plan manipulation and goal attainment. Regression analyses revealed that participants who made 

a plan reported less Wikipedia awareness, b = -2.05, t(49) = -3.44, p < .001, and were less 

successful, b = -1.46, SE = .61, p =.017, relative to participants who made no plan. In addition, 

Wikipedia awareness, the mediating variable, predicted greater success, b = .52, SE = .161, p < 

.001. Inclusion of Wikipedia awareness and the plan manipulation in the same logistic regression 

model caused the effect of plans to become non-significant, b = -.74, SE = .70, p = .29. A Sobel 

test (Sobel, 1982) revealed that Wikipedia awareness fully mediated the effect of plan making on 

success, z = 2.35, p = .019. Thus, a specific plan to use IMDb caused participants to overlook 

Wikipedia as an alternative means for attaining the assigned goal, and that caused planners to 

fail. 
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An additional set of analyses tested whether IMDb obligation also mediated the 

relationship between the plan manipulation and goal attainment. Regression analyses revealed 

that participants who made a plan felt more obligated to use IMDb than did participants who 

made no plan, b = 1.31, t(49) = 2.47, p = .017. However, IMDb obligation did not predict goal 

attainment, b = -.22, SE = .15, p = .14. Moreover, when IMDb obligation and the plan 

manipulation were included simultaneously as predictors of goal attainment, the effect of plans 

remained significant, b = -1.32, SE = .64, p = .039. Thus, although forming a plan for the 

assigned goal caused people to feel more obligated to use IMDb, that feeling did not appear to 

hinder goal attainment (see Figure 2).  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Model of IMDb obgliation and Wikipedia awareness as mediators of the negative 

effect of planning on success. *p < .05. ** p <.01.  

 

 

A final set of analyses sought converging evidence for mediation by Wikipedia 

awareness through use of a multiple mediation procedure as outlined by Preacher and Hayes 

(2008). This analysis allowed me to test the effect of each potential mediator while controlling 

for the effect of the other. I calculated the bias corrected and accelerated confidence intervals for 

the effects of both Wikipedia awareness and IMDb obligation. The 95% confidence interval of 

the indirect effect of Wikipedia awareness was -2.29 to -.037. That confidence interval does not 
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include zero, and so the indirect effect (i.e. the mediating effect) of Wikipedia awareness was 

significant at α = .05. In contrast, the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effect IMDb 

obligation was -.772 to .546 and therefore was not significant. These data provide further 

evidence that a lack of awareness of Wikipedia as a potential means, but not an obligation to use 

IMDb, caused plan participants to fail.   

 

Discussion 

 

Specific behavioral plans usually help people to attain their goals, but the current work 

revealed the opposite effect – plans can significantly hinder goal attainment. Participants were 

given the goal of looking up Bill Murray‟s birth year while browsing the internet. Setting a plan 

to use a specific website (IMDb) to look up that information, however, caused participants to 

overlook a potential alternative website (Wikipedia) for doing so. While non-planners were able 

capitalize on the alternative to obtain the information, participants in the plan condition proved 

largely unable to do so. 

Crucially, the detrimental effect of plans occurred only when an obstacle blocked the 

plans that participants had formed. Participants in the plan condition committed to using IMDb 

to look up Bill Murray‟s birth year, and when they were allowed to visit that website, they fared 

significantly better than did non-planners. However, when a time restriction precluded 

participants from being able to visit IMDb, plans hurt success. Note that the time restriction by 

itself was not much of a hindrance. Participants in the no plan condition were not troubled by it. 

Indeed, over 70% of them were able to use Wikipedia to look up their assigned fact. Participants 

who made plans, however, were unlikely to use Wikipedia. The vast majority of them failed to 

capitalize on the one alternative to the means they had specified in their plans.  

The counterproductive effect of plans appears to have been driven by the fact that 

planners were simply unaware of the usefulness of the critical alternative. In the insufficient time 

condition, planners relative to non-planners reported being significantly less aware of fact that 

Wikipedia could have helped them to attain their goal. This occurred even though most people in 

the pilot study spontaneously cited Wikipedia as a helpful means for looking up Bill Murray‟s 

birth year. There was no evidence that an obligation to follow through with their plans hurt 



26 

 

planners‟ chances of success. While it was true that plans caused people to feel obligated to 

IMDb, a sense of obligation appeared not to be related to rates of attainment. Rather, 

participants‟ lack of awareness of Wikipedia as a source for attainment appears to have caused 

them to fail.  

One limitation of Study 2 was that the potential mediating variables were self-report 

measures that were obtained after participants either failed or succeeded at attaining the assigned 

goal. Hence, the Wikipedia awareness measure did not mediate the effect of plans on success in 

the strictest sense. Because the measure represented post-hoc reports, there is no way to assess 

how accurately the measure captured the thought processes that were occurring during actual 

pursuit of the assigned goal. As a result, the current data alone cannot be used to rule out with 

confidence a number of alternative explanations for the observed effect of plans on success. For 

instance, forming a plan could have caused participants to assume more confidently that IMDb 

would be encountered at some point during the study, whereas non-planners might have been 

more likely to realize that IMDb might not be reached. Such a difference in assumptions could 

have contributed to a greater likelihood of failure among participants who formed plans in the 

insufficient time condition.  

Regardless of the mediating variables, the outcome revealed that plans can indeed cause 

people to fail rather than succeed. Apparently, a plan for a goal can cause people to overlook a 

helpful alternative, even when it is right in front of them.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

 A well-supported perspective on goal-pursuit states that if a person wants to succeed, 

then he or she should commit to a specific plan for how to do so (Gollwitzer, 1999). The present 

work, however, revealed an exception to that view – sometimes, setting a clear plan for a goal 

can drastically undermine success. The determining factor is whether success requires a degree 

of flexibility in the way one pursues the goal. A plan is helpful so long as no obstacles get in the 

way of the plan and no on-line changes in goal pursuit need to be made. But when outside factors 

require that a person be open to alternative routes to attainment, plans can hurt rather than help 

success. 

 Plan making involves a trade-off. Whereas plans make people committed to taking 

action, plans can also make people less flexible in the way they pursue a goal. I have argued that 

plans reduce flexibility in part because they cause people to become blind to important, goal-

relevant information. Usually, people seek out and attend to people and objects that could 

facilitate their current goals (Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Fitzsimons & Shah, 2008; Maner et al., 

2007b). Once a plan has been made, however, vigilance for goal-relevant information becomes 

less important. Indeed, goals that have been supplemented with specific plans are executed quite 

effortlessly, even without the usual conscious attention and monitoring (Brandstätter et al., 2001; 

Webb & Sheeran, 2003). A simultaneous consequence of plans may be that people cease 

noticing goal-relevant information, including alternative opportunities for fulfilling the goal. 

Blind to such alternatives, planners may be unable to adapt when their plans meet resistance.  

 Numerous findings in the present work indicated that plans can blind people to 

alternative means of attainment. In the pilot study, participants with the goal to be healthy 

generally expressed interest in one particular means for doing so: eating healthy food. Making a 

plan, however, counteracted that interest. People who made plans to be healthy through exercise 

were relatively uninterested in the alternative (of eating healthy food). Thus, plans to use one 

means reduced interest in another.  

In Study 2, participants in an internet-browsing task were assigned the simple goal of 

obtaining a bit of trivia: the year in which actor Bill Murray was born. Pilot data showed that the 
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vast majority of participants (75%) spontaneously cited Wikipedia.org as a website they would 

use for meeting that goal. Yet, participants who planned to use IMDb.com failed to recognize 

Wikipedia‟s usefulness. Thus, a plan to use one means for meeting the goal blinded people to 

even the most obvious alternative. Furthermore, that blindness led to significantly higher rates of 

failure. People who made plans to use one means (IMDb) failed to capitalize on the alternative 

(Wikipedia), even when it was the only opportunity for achieving success.   

Together, the present evidence suggests a cascade of effects once a plan is made. Plans 

cause less interest in alternatives, less awareness of the usefulness of alternatives, and even less 

use of alternatives in the face of failure. Thus, plans can blind people to alternatives in multiple 

ways, and that blindness can undermine success.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

Although the results generally yielded support for the hypothesis that plans reduce 

interest in alternatives, the mechanism underlying the effect remains somewhat unclear. 

Disinterest in alternatives could occur at any of a number of stages. It could occur early on 

during information processing, so that planners tend not to become aware of alternative 

opportunities. Or it could occur later, so that planners are aware of opportunities but make a 

conscious decision not to pursue them. Study 1 sought unsuccessfully to address that issue. That 

study examined whether plans could reduce vigilance during early stages of information 

processing. It measured attentional adhesion, which is the tendency for attention to be captured 

immediately by certain stimuli (Maner et al., 2007b). Unfortunately, the results from Study 1 

were not easily interpreted. While the novel prediction that a plan could reduce attentional 

adhesion to goal means was not supported, standard goal priming effects were also not found. A 

failure to find that latter effect suggests a flaw in the study‟s design. Thus, the matter of whether 

blindness to alternatives has its roots in such early stages of information processing remains to be 

seen. Follow-up work could examine that question in a more appropriate manner.  

Another limitation pertains to the mediation analysis in Study 2, which relied on self-

report measures. Study 2 found that plans can sometimes increase failure, and the mediation 

analysis sought to explain the mechanism underlying that effect. More specifically, it examined 



29 

 

whether failure was due to a lack of awareness of the usefulness of an alternative means for 

attainment or to an obligation to one‟s original plan. Both mediating variables relied on 

participants‟ post-hoc reports. At the end of the study, participants were asked to indicate 

whether they were aware of the alternative and whether they felt pressure not to use it. Hence, 

participants‟ indications could have reflected excuses, or guesses at best (e.g., Nisbett & Wilson, 

1977), rather than actual causes. Against that view, however, the two potential mediators were 

not equally endorsed. If participants were merely engaging in excuse-making, then both variables 

should have mediated the effect of plans on failure. Instead, failure was mediated only by a lack 

of awareness and not by a sense of obligation. An excuse-making account could not easily 

account for that difference. Indeed, if anything, one might expect excuse-makers to readily 

endorse a sense of obligation, which seems the more noble reason for failing. In contrast, it 

would be relatively embarrassing to claim that one did not notice that a website as popular as 

Wikipedia could have supplied Bill Murray‟s birth year. Yet that is exactly what was found. 

Thus, while the mediators did rely on self-report measures, the data nevertheless seem consistent 

with the notion that people truly were blind to Wikipedia as a source for fulfilling the goal. 

Future work can examine whether inflexibility is a necessary feature of plans, or whether 

it can be counteracted. An initial question in that regard is whether plans can be furnished so that 

they do not cause blindness to alternatives. For instance, perhaps one could commit to using a 

specific means while also committing to remaining vigilant for alternatives. Another option 

could be to equip a plan with one or more contingencies: „When x happens, I will do y; but if y is 

not possible, then I will do z.‟ Future work could first test the effectiveness of such intentions. 

Second, it could test whether such complicated intentions exhibit the same efficiency as simpler 

plans. Perhaps such plans would increase flexibility but come with new costs (e.g., a bigger 

burden on memory). Thus, the present work may lead to future investigations into the 

effectiveness of plans and into the trade-off between tenacity and efficiency on the one hand and 

flexibility and openness on the other.  
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Concluding Remarks 

 

The present work showed that committing to a specific plan is not always helpful for 

attaining one‟s goals, due to a trade-off that comes with plan making. While plans may make 

people more committed to taking action, they may also cause a person to become closed off to 

alternatives. In some cases, that lack of openness can be costly for success. When success 

requires flexibility, plans may hinder rather than help attainment.  

People may not be conscious of the trade-off that occurs when plans are made. Indeed, 

the present work found little support for the notion that plans caused people to avoid alternatives 

at a conscious level. Rather, plans seemed to make people truly unaware when an alternative was 

present. It seems plans can transform the way people process the information around them. When 

people are in active pursuit of a goal, useful information usually leaps out at the mind, and 

opportunities for attainment are readily apparent (Balcetis & Dunning, 2010; Förster, Liberman, 

& Friedman, 2007; Moskowitz, 2002). But once a plan is made, people become blind to that 

wealth of information. Thus, a plan is at once a conscious decision to pursue a specific means 

and an unconscious decision to cease noticing all others. The present work has emphasized the 

importance of recognizing and appreciating that latter effect.  

Of course, plans are and will remain an essential tool for anyone who wants to achieve 

his or her goals. What the present work offers is a useful rule for judging when plans might best 

serve one‟s pursuits. When the path to attainment is clear, a specific behavioral plan may be 

quite beneficial. But when the path to attainment is littered with obstacles, then maintaining an 

open mind may be more important than planning ahead.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

IRB APPROVAL FOR PILOT STUDY 

 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 . FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 10/1/2007 

 

To: Emer James Masicampo 

 

Address: 1107 W. Call Street, Dept. of Psychology, FSU Campus, Tallahassee, FL 32306-4301 

Dept.: PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 

 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Goal Inhibition Following the Formation of Intentions to Act 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of the 

Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and 

has been approved by an expedited review process. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential 

risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may 

be required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent form 

is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 

recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 9/29/2008 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely 

request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the 

Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 

federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 

unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is reminded 

that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human 

subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that the 

project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Roy Baumeister, Advisor 

HSC No. 2007.652 
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APPENDIX B 

 

IRB APPROVAL FOR STUDY 1 

 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 3/1/2010 

 

To: Emer James Masicampo 

 

Address: 1107 W. Call Street, Dept. of Psychology, FSU Campus, Tallahassee, FL 32306-4301 

Dept.: PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 

 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Plan making and inattention to alternatives 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of the 

Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and 

has been approved by an expedited review process. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential 

risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may 

be required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent form 

is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 

recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 2/25/2011 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely 

request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the 

Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 

federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 

unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is reminded 

that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human 

subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that the 

project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Roy Baumeister, Advisor 

HSC No. 2010.4079 
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APPENDIX C 

 

IRB APPROVAL FOR STUDY 2 

 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 3/26/2010 

 

To: Emer James Masicampo 

 

Address: 1107 W. Call Street, Dept. of Psychology, FSU Campus, Tallahassee, FL 32306-4301 

Dept.: PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 

 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Plan making and openness to alternatives 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of the 

Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and 

has been approved by an expedited review process. 

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential 

risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may 

be required. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent form 

is attached to this approval notice.  Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 

recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 3/24/2011 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely 

request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by the 

Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee.  In addition, 

federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 

unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor is reminded 

that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human 

subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that the 

project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Roy Baumeister, Advisor 

HSC No. 2010.4077 



36 

 

 



37 

 

   

REFERENCES 

 

Balcetis, E., & Dunning, D. (2010). Wishful seeing: More desired objects are seen as closer. 

Psychological Science, 21, 147-152.  

 

Baumeister, R. F., Masicampo, E. J., & Vohs, K. D. (in press). Do conscious thoughts cause 

behavior? Annual Review of Psychology.  

 

Brandstätter, V., Lengfelder, A., & Gollwitzer, P. M. (2001). Implementation intentions and 

efficient action initiation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(5), 946-960. 

 

Ferguson, M. J., & Bargh, J. A. (2004). Liking Is for Doing: The Effects of Goal Pursuit on 

Automatic Evaluation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87(5), 557-572. 

 

Fishbach, A., Dhar , R., & Zhang, Y. (2006).  Subgoals as Substitutes or Complements: The Role 

of Goal Accessibility. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 91,232–242. 

 

Fitzsimons, G. M. & Shah, J. (2008.) How goal instrumentality shapes relationship evaluations. 

Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 95, 319-337.  

 

Förster, J., Liberman, N., & Friedman, R. (2007). Seven principles of goal activation: A 

systematic approach to distinguishing goal priming from priming of non-goal constructs . 

Personality and Social Psychology Review, 11, 211-233. 

 

Förster, J., Liberman, N., & Higgins, E. T. (2005). Accessibility from active and fulfilled goals. 

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 41(3), 220-239. 

 

Gollwitzer, P. M. (1999). Implementation intentions: Strong effects of simple plans. American 

Psychologist, 54(7), 493-503. 

 

Gollwitzer, P. M., & Brandstätter, V. (1997). Implementation intentions and effective goal 

pursuit. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73(1), 186-199. 

 

Jarvis, B. G. (2008). MediaLab (Version 2008.1.33) [Computer Software]. New York, NY: 

Empirisoft Corporation.  

 

Kruglanski, A. W., Webster, D. M., & Klem, A. (1993). Motivated resistance and openness to 

persuasion in the presence or absence of prior information. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 65, 861-876.  

 

MacLeod, C., Mathews, A., & Tata, P. (1986). Attentional bias in emotional disorders. Journal 

of Abnormal Psychology, 95, 15–20. 

 



38 

 

Maner, J. K., Gailliot, M. T., & DeWall, C. N. (2007a). Adaptive attentional attunement: 

Evidence for mating-related perceptual bias. Evolution and Human Behavior, 28, 28–36. 

 

Maner, J. K., Gailliot, M. T., & Miller, S. L. (2009a). The implicit cognition of relationship 

maintenance: Inattention to attractive alternatives. Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology, 45, 174-179.  

 

Maner, J. K., Gailliot, M. T., Rouby, D. A., & Miller, S. L. (2007b). Can‟t take my eyes off you: 
Attentional adhesion to mates and rivals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

93, 389-401.  

 

Maner, J. K., Kenrick, D. T., Becker, D. V., Robertson, T. E., Hofer, B., Neuberg, S. L., et al. 

(2005). Functional Projection: How Fundamental Social Motives Can Bias Interpersonal 

Perception. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88(1), 63-78. 

 

Maner, J. K., Miller, S. L., Rouby, D. A., & Gailliot, M. T. (2009b). Intrasexual vigilance: The 

implicit cognition of romantic rivalry. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97, 

74-87.  

 

Mayer, J. D., & Gaschke, Y. N. (1988). The experience and meta-experience of mood. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 55, 102-111. 

 

Moskowitz, G. B. (2002). Preconscious effects of temporary goals on attention. Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology, 38(4), 397-404. 

 

Nisbett, R. E., & Wilson, T. D. (1977). Telling more than we can know: Verbal reports on 

mental processes. Psychological Review, 84, 231-259. 

 

Shah, J. Y., Friedman, R., & Kruglanski, A. W. (2002). Forgetting all else: On the antecedents 

and consequences of goal shielding. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83(6), 

1261-1280. 

 

Sheeran, P., Webb, T. L., & Gollwitzer, P. M. (2005). The interplay between goal intentions and 

implementation intentions. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 31(1), 87-98.  

 

Webb, T. L., & Sheeran, P. (2003). Can implementation intentions help to overcome ego-

depletion? Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 39, 279-286. 

 



39 

 

 

FOOTNOTES 

 

1. Such a delay was helpful because it reduced any contamination that spreading activation 

effects might have on the dependent variable. My primary interest in the current study was goal 

activation. Thus, I wanted all effects of the goal priming procedure on the dependent measure to 

be due to issues related to goal pursuit. A contamination problem can occur if the dependent 

measure occurs too closely to the goal priming manipulation – some effects that may resemble 

goal activation may be a simple function of semantic spreading. For example, planning for a goal 

may reduce a person‟s vigilance for alternatives to attain it but it would not necessarily negate 

the effects of spreading activation. Thoughts of alternative means to attain a planned-for goal 

may still be active not because the person is seeking them out but for the simple fact that they are 

still accessible in memory. Therefore, according to suggestions outlined by Förster, Liberman, 

and Friedman (2007), a delay prior to the dependent measure was included to increase the 

chances that any obtained effects were due to the dynamics of goal pursuit (which are relatively 

immune to decay) rather than to semantic spreading (which decays relatively quickly). 

 

2. An additional chi square analysis examined the effectiveness of participants‟ plans in the 

sufficient time condition. This analysis compared the proportions of people in the plan and no 

plan conditions who used IMDb to fulfill the assigned goal. Results revealed a significant effect 

of plans, χ2(1) = 11.2, p < .001, such that more participants in the plan condition (72.7%) used 

IMDb than did participants in the no plan condition (24.0%). Thus, participants who made a plan 

to use IMDb were more likely to use it than those who formed no plan.  
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 

Introduction 

E. J. Masicampo is a laid-back young man who loves to learn new things and gain new 

experiences. He received his B.A. in Psychology from the University of California, Santa 

Barbara in 2003, and he fell in love with social psychology in the process.  

The Present Work 

In his years at Florida State University, E.J. sought to pursue his interests in the field of 

psychology. He aimed to develop his skills as a social scientist, and he hoped to meet new and 

interesting people.  

Method 

While at Florida State, E.J. spent five years working under the mentorship of Roy 

Baumeister. He ran experiments, wrote papers, and attended conferences. He taught various 

classes, and he met many people in the program, in the department, around the University, and in 

the field of social psychology. 

Results 

E.J.‟s graduate school years were terrific and productive, both academically and socially. 

He learned a significant amount about psychology, he became a better writer, and he published 

interesting work. He also discovered the joys of mentoring and teaching. He met good people 

and initiated many life-long friendships, including a very special one with a wonderful woman 

whom he married.  

Discussion 

E.J.‟s life will never be the same after having attended graduate school. He feels very 

fortunate to have had the opportunity to study at Florida State University and to have shared the 

experience with many kind and talented friends and colleagues.  

Conclusion 

E.J. continues to love social psychology. After his dissertation defense, he will start a 

position as a post-doctoral researcher at Tufts University. And he looks forward to many more 

years of learning, meeting new people, and pursuing his interests.  
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