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ABSTRACT

Humans are able to project the future on very caxplimensions, aiming at
accomplishing various desires, wishes or proje@ise present article conducts a
critical analysis of personal goals at adult agerdugh an integrative review of the
literature regarding structures and processes ratgvfor these types of goals.
Starting with a brief presentation of goal defiaits, we then discuss the elaboration
of personal goals at adult age, through differentiategration of normative
requirements and individual characteristics. We tngeesent theoretical tenets of
developmental personal goal processes, throughlgiat®n of gains and losses. In
the last segment of the article, we analyze thesfiamation of action independent
personal goals (wishes, desires and fantasies ablmaitfuture) into operational
goals, with adequate action commitment.

KEYWORDS: personal goals, developmental tasks, adult devedopnaction
commitment.

Goals are pervasive constructs in human existéffeeproject our actions in
the future, aim at reaching outcomes, set standards create desired end states.
We seem to organize our lives around the plans aleenfor ourselves, the goals
we set, and the outcomes we expect. Individuald terproject their development
in terms of goals, intentions, or purposes.

Contemporary psychological discourse defines goas internal
representations of desired states, where statelsreaelly construed as outcomes,
events, or processes” (Austin & Vancouver, 1996338). Elliott and McGregor
(2001) view goals as being not only oriented towacdomplishment of desired
outcomes (approach goals), but also toward escajpeagled outcomes (avoidance
goals). Shah and Kruglansky (2003) conceptualizdsgas knowledge structures,
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“that is, as cognitive representations charactdribg particular contents and
particular functions” (p. 1109). Goals are linkenl the activation of specific
cognitions and actions and they ,bias behavior aday” (Gray and Braver,
2002, p. 295) when they dynamically adjust to situeal conditions which shape
levels of goal priority.

Definitions of goals denote a future finality ortcome that is mentally
construed in the present, aimed at increasing palsnd contextual organization
of resources, toward the achievement of that ougécoithere are multiple
theoretical and methodological approaches of gaaitemts, structures and
processes, on different domains (eg., learninditheasork), and levels of analysis
(for reviews on goal processes and structures agsimA& Vancouver, 1996;
Carver & Scheier, 1998; Emmons & Kaiser, 1996; B#&th & Ferguson, 2007;
Locke & Latham, 2000). These theoretical or apptirets reflect a Babel tower
approach of goals, with many overlapping differenncepts, a large array of
postulated processes and different taxonomies af gontents. It is difficult to
construct an integrative view of human goals, bsedtere are multiple levels of
analysis, from molecular mechanisms to molar regida, each offering complex
information, framed in multiple, often antagonistleeories (eg., control theory
versus self-efficacy models).

From these complex approaches we view the followasy major
statements regarding human gaodla) behavior is directed by the pursuit of goals;
(b) goals are cognitive representations of outco(desired or feared); (c) goals
influence and are influenced by evaluations, enngt&nd behaviors that are linked
to goal structures, processes and contents; (d3 goa hierarchically organized in
dynamic systems of superordinate and subordinatis go

Goals imply the assumption of intentionality in Hddevelopment. At
various levels of content and structure, they giNeection to our actions and
meaning to our “becoming”Personal goals, seen as goals of high long-term
relevance for a person, maintain strength over tameé adversities and represent
subjectively important means or end-states. Theglegpaths to development and
organize lower-order, task specific goals. In thigicle we aim at critically
analyzing the structural dimension of personal goat adult age, through
integration of developmental tasks and personaketgpions about the temporal
elaboration of goals (Freund & Ebner, 2005). Weo dlsok at structural and
process elements through the lenses of gain asdiasagement, on the one hand
and transformation of wishes and desires into agimals, on the other hand.

MULTIPLE FACETSOF PERSONAL GOALS
In this article, we definepersonal goals as goals which have high
relevance for an individual, for longer periodstwhe in his developmernin order

to offer a glimpse into the complexity of persogalals, we first discuss major
defining features of these goals, which we extchdtem a critical analysis of
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general goal literature and personal goal litemtlihen we review some concepts
that encompass the meaning of personally impogeals.

Characteristics of personal goals

Most studies regarding personal goals focus oneminand system
dimensions (Freund & Baltes, 2002; Nurmi, 1992:n&#h-Aro & Nurmi, 1997),
which are not enough in specifying their charaste$. The literature on goal
processes and structures is usually partisan taiseheoretical models, or focuses
on specific aspects of goal dynamics, like goalirggt goal framing and so on
(Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Bandura & Locke, 2003ar@r & Scheier, 1998;
Cochran & Tesser, 1996; Fishbach & Ferguson, 2B@Iglanski, Shah, Fishbach,
Friedman, Chun, & Sleeth-Keppler, 2002; Pervin, 1t ®intrich, 2000). In order
to postulate several personal goal characteristfish in our opinion have high
significance for these types of goal, we deriveshtifrom different approaches on
goals andpresent them in an integrated form, which can itatd their
understanding. We acknowledge that these are eobrity defining features, but
they are sufficient in creating a more operatiomage of personal goals.

Relevanceefers to perceived importance or value of a goatlhe context
of goal systems and represents a key factor ireéstng goacommitmentand
persistencen goal achievement (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).aGelevance can
be analyzed with focus on goal-setting or goakstg. On the one hand, focus on
goal setting involves goal contents which are indicators of eptil goal
achievement (e.g., Dweck, 1996; Freitas & Higgit¥)2). On the other hangoal
striving reflects goal processes that lead to the implemtient of a goal. This is
done by means of action oriented behaviors andittogs the individual activates
and carries out in order to accomplish that goabllg@tzer, 2003; 1996). An
individual can evaluate a goal as being of highartgmce, when integrating it in
his system of goals. For instance, an adult caarcethe goal of “becoming a
parent” as having high relevance. Still, when eingagn activities that transform
goals into actions, therefore focusing on goalimttent, other goals, of lesser
perceived importance, may have primacy. In thigecasrk related goals, which
are evaluated as less important by the individimlt are more urgent to
implement, can be pursued with higher priority. rEfiere, we believe that
personal goals must be approached both from thdeapigpersonal evaluation of
importance (goal setting), but also from a processv of goal implementation
(goal pursuit).

Individuals set and pursue many personal goalsnattone, which are
integrated in goal systems. As mentioned above, some of theith e
accomplished, others postponed or relinquishedrdations among personal goals
modulate their relevance and probabilities of atteént. A specific distinction
arises from whether we focus on personal goal omsoor end-states versus
processes or means. End-states refer to envisiamadies which have different
levels of specificity and organize behavior. Means more interchangeable and
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contain procedural information and mechanisms eglefor achieving an outcome
(Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007). The interplay of ootes and means is reflected in
patterns of interactions among goals. Accordingdal models (Kruglansky et al.,
2002; Pervin, 1991) the main patterns refer to:tisefermination (multiple goals
can be integrated or in conflict with each othequipotentiality (the same goal
can lead to very different outcomes), equifinaliiyn outcome can be reached by
means of different goals), multifinality (more geatan be reached through the
same means). In a thorough assessment of persoads, ghese patterns of
interaction unveil inter-individual and intra-indiwal differences in goal
dynamics. Any personal goal must be analyzed thrdhg relations it has with
other personal or more specific task goals (Li2IgQ7).

The differential accessibilityof a personal goal is construed as its
variability in activation across time and situasoffFishbach & Ferguson, 2007).
We further refine this definition and consider hatcessibility of a personal goal
should be construed in terms of both perceived hidgvance and action pursuits
for its achievement. A goal can be active, templyraleactivated or permanently
deactivated or relinquished. The level of activatid a personal goal can vary as a
function of numerous factors, of which we mentiant b few. A personal goal
remains active and guides action behaviors where tiseincreased availability of
means (internal and external) for its attainment (Kruggky et al., 2002).
Integration or conflict with other goalsvhether they are personal or imposed by
external factors, also modulates its activatior. &aniversity student, a personal
goal of “building a family” can be in conflict witlthe normative request of
“graduating from university in three years”. Thignflict may lead to a temporary
or final deactivation of the family goal, in favosf the graduating goal.
Developmental pressuren focusing on specific goal domains or contergs i
another factor in reducing or enhancing the adbwabf a personal goal. This
aspect will be more thoroughly analyzed in the mextion of the article.

The content of personal goals domain specific, possible life domains at
adult age being: work, family, leisure, intimacyadh life domain can be analyzed
through specific structural coordinates that ugsuathange in line with
developmental requirements. For instance, duringhgaadulthood, the normative
focus in the work domain is on in-depth exploratafhcareer choices, while in
middle adulthood it tends to shift toward stabiii@a in a chosen work field
(Super, 1990). We must acknowledge that individiiierences in defining the
contents of personal goals offer high variabilityapproaching normative requests
(Arnett, 2000; Little, 2007).

The specificityof personal goals reflects individual variationgrojecting
the future on qualitative and abstract dimensi@sscompared to representing it
through quantitative, task-related coordinates. iRstance, “buying a 2008 Audi
A6” can be a high relevance goal for one individwhile “reaching independence
from my family” has the same value for another.AAsstin and Vancouver (1996)
pointed out, there are numerous criteria to mapgio@ specificity. Research on
personal goals investigates them either througli-reports elicited by the
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relevance question (what is important or relevant/bu), or through selection of a
personal goal from a predefined list (Little, 200Murmi, 1992; Presseau,
Sniehotta, Francis, & Little 2008). In this articlee refer to specificity in terms of
abstract versus task concrete personal goals.

Conceptual construction of personal goals

There are multiple taxonomies and theories thatdrglescribe or explain
what the “personal” element means. In order torofieme coherence to these
conceptual approaches, we propose a two level siralyn terms of their
specificity and level of relevance for present@usi

On a first level of analysis, we have concepts timatto encompass
patterns of goals that are relevant in the preaadtfocused on self-regulatory,
task and domain-specific actions. Klinger (199&)suthe ternturrent concernso
define goals of high priority for individuals, atn® point in time.
Csiksezentmihalyi and Beattie (1979) referlife themesas problems which a
person wants to solve “above everything else”. Emen@ 986, apud Boldero &
Francis, 2002) considers thpersonal strivingsrepresent patterns of goals that
reflect what an individual is typically trying toclsieve. Emphasizing the
importance dimension Little (2007) defingersonal projectas “extendedets of
personally salient action in context” (p. 25), whizan refer to goals from different
levels of a hierarchical goal system (Presseaul.e@08).In analyzing these
terms, we believe that they reflect the strivingmednt of personal goals and
capitalize on their relevance for action orientatiin the present and in defined
contexts. The level of specificity can be variablg, they tend to be bound more
closely to groups of tasks and activate plans #natrather task related.

On a second level of analysis, we have goal strestthat focus on ideal
representations of a future self, with impact oespnt specific goals, but with
lower levels of specificity and more global releganbeing directly related to the
development of more stable personality structuiesinions & Kaiser, 1996).
Markus and Nurius (1986) semssible selveas representations of desired and
undesired qualities of the self, in terms of atteémt or avoidance. In a similar
manner, Gollwitzer and Kirchhof (1998) coin thenteself-defining goalsas
“people’s ideal conceptions of themselves as pessgs readiness or potential to
enact certain content-specific classes of behayjmr394). Refining the meaning
of ideal self development, Higgins (1996) introdutke concept aself-guide A
self-guide refers to an individual's regulatory dis¢ between an ideal self-guide,
with emphasis on hopes, wishes and aspirationsaandught self-guide, with
emphasis on the required duties and responsibil{f&ah, Higgins, & Friedman,
1998).These concepts aim at mapping personal goals icah&ext of global self-
development and incorporate a more general viewntantionality. They reflect
the search for superordinate, higher-order struesithat guide development and
self-construction. We view these types of persgualls as having very high
relevance, but they are more ubiquitous, and carevauated mainly through
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their impact on the self. Still, we must ascertaistructural evolution from the
possible selves to the self-defining goals andsétieguide. While the first refers to
global qualities of the self, the next two definenare “tangible”, cognitive and
behavioral self.

There is a high degree of overlapping in the abmesmtioned concepts,
with each term bringing additional information tacéts of personal goals. From
their analysis we extracted some relevant obsemstiFirst, in line with general
definitions of goals, personal goals integrate gutipns of future outcomes (what
one wants to achieve) or processes (how one wanétieve an outcome), on
dimensions of desirability (I want to) and requiesrh (I have to), approach and
avoidance. Second, they maintain high individuvance for longer periods of
time, with different levels of activation. Thirdhdy have variable specificity and
are connected to general domains of individual ioning (work, intimacy,
leisure, etc.). Fourth, they organize and give oeiee to intermediate and lower-
level goals, by referring to themes, concerns ojeots that guide an individual’s
development.

PERSONAL GOALSAND DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS

Individuals are exposed to developmental tasks igtavst, 1980) or life
tasks (Cantor & Blanton, 1996), seen as normagggiirements and expectations
which arise at different periods during the lifssé (Nurmi, 1992). To a certain
extent, the selection of personal goals is maden fexcessible developmental
tasks. These tasks are defined by socio-culturatests, with contents nuanced by
age, gender, role and other personal or group cteaistics. The influences they
exert on behavior are determined conjunctly byrtbiguational (specific life and
task domain, context characteristics) guaalsonal(the knowledge and procedural
systems the individual brings in approaching suasks) dimensions (Baltes,
1998). Developmental tasks define global demands$ #dults encounter at a
normative level (eg., starting a family, findingab). The main analysis domains
of developmental tasks relevant for adults candoghly classified in (Oettingen,
1999): achievement (eg., preparing for an occupgtiaterpersonal (eg., finding a
partner) and life management (eg., starting a fdmi close look at the processes
involved in translating this normative level intopagrsonal system of goals is
relevant for understanding how personal goals emerg

Research on developmental tasks has been concwitteddentifying
critical tasks for the various stages of life-span developmeimirey at their
biological, psychological and cultural bases (Hauigt, 1980; Nurmi, 1992;
Oettingen, 1999). These types of tasks have beémynzmalyzed from a structural
and content perspective (Dreher & Oerter, 1986ititiitional transitions, mainly
from educational to occupational settings influersibjective availability of
certain developmental tasks and their subsequdett®m by the individual.
Salmela-Aro and Nurmi (1997) reported the resuft@ dhree year longitudinal
study conducted on 256 Finnish university studeaged 18 to 32, aimed at
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mapping transition to university and integration advelopmental tasks. The
pattern of responses showed that students’ persyoalb reflected age-graded
developmental tasks, in education, occupation @mdily domains. Also, these
goals maintained content consistency across ting: teansition periods and
represented relevant indicators for increased tadgial well-being and reduced
depressive symptoms.

On a similar note, Cantor and Fleeson (1991) repdtie results of a five
year longitudinal study on students’ developmetdsks during transition through
college (N=93). They emphasize that from a selaotibnormative tasks students
made in the first year, most of them maintainectwahce until the fifth year
(around 75%), with increased commitment and moteilée personal definition
given to them. The patterns of life task commitmeetived from this study
sustained the hypothesis that most people tendllmaf a so called “normative”
trajectory in managing goals derived from developtaktasks. They choose and
specify goals on more specific content dimensiomgth a time-frame
predetermined by the normative requests of the atimal system. Still, there
were subjects who presented either acceleratedrgrsiow rates of personal goal
operational conceptualization, thereby sustaining idiosyncratic construal of
such tasks.

One of the problems with defining developmentaksagesides in the
variability of human development, on cultural, sbéadbr economic dimensions,
bringing into question inter-individual, but alsatra-individual differences. As an
example, typical developmental tasks for young @adws initially defined, are:
choosing an occupation, selecting a partner, staréi family, having children,
finding a congenial social group (Havighurst, 198Qjrmi, 1992). In the last
decade though, the concept of emerging adulthoocdeca&o question the
contemporary dynamics of young adulthood (ArnédQ®. Emerging adulthood is
conceptualized as a distinctive developmental pebetween 18 to 25 years of
age, typical for people who are still in protecti@ducational settings (college,
university). They do not have the responsibilit@fsyoung adults and tend to
postpone relevant decisions until education is lemted and focus on short and
medium term goals. When discussing the dynamiesvadrging adulthood, Arnett
(2000) considers that emerging adults have othecifip normative criteria for
their development, as compared to the “classicaling adult. These normative
tasks are different from those of young adulthoowl aefer to: accepting
responsibility for one's selfmaking independent decisions and becoming
financially independent. Roisman et al. (2004) poiat that emerging adults can
enter age-graded tasks just to experiment whiah isobmore appropriate for their
interests and capacities in certain contexts. There this type of peculiar
approach reflects the personal goal of ,finding 'sr@ace in life”. So, specific
contexts determine specific developmental demawti®se normative influence
will be further refined by the individual in idiosgratic personal goals.

It is important to ascertain that normative requieats exist and influence
the manner in which adults define and integratér thersonal goals. Structural
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definitions of developmental tasks at adult agero¥ialuable starting points for an
in-depth analysis of personal goals. From this gestve, a more interesting
concern seems to stand in charting how adults ehaosng whichever pending
developmental tasks and commit themselves to adgecertain behavioral
standards (Oettingen, 1999). When planning for tadal multiple factors shape
the paths one chooses, with the individual beingoe&d to “selection pressure”,
due to both limited internal or external resourcmsd changes in context
requirements (Baltes et al., 1999). HeckhausenTamdasik (2002) consider that,
as the proximity of normative deadlines draws dlosedividuals may feel
pressured to invest additional effort into appraeghand achieving certain
developmental tasks. We see this effort as incatpar a variety of processes that
reflect individual differences in defining certgiersonal goals. A thousand people
can have the same developmentally driven persooal of ‘graduating from
university’, which can be very relevant for alltbem. Sitill, the specific patterns of
construing and implementing it are marked by pesbamd contextual resources
and limitations.

In this section we analyzed some concepts and méesha underlying the
interaction of personal goal pursuit and developalemequirements. It is
important to note that at various points in anvialial’s adult life he is exposed to
a number of possible developmental trajectories.Béleeve that these arise from
his current personally relevant goals but also frima goal systems of people
around him, from the requirements of various org@iwnal structures he is
integrated in, or from more global culturally-nomneequirements. Adult life is
marked by an increasing life experience, which ongrpersonal resources and
limitations, in terms of what was achieved or matbat one can actually do or not
and so on. An interesting question arises: howpareonal goals regulated in order
to manage both resources and limitations and maip@rsonal coherence? We
next focus on mechanisms involved in personal goastruction at adult age.

MANAGING AND INTEGRATING GAINS AND L OSSES. PERSONAL GOAL PURSUIT
AT ADULT AGE

An important issue in approaching personal goagles, in our opinion,
in unveiling the processes individuals employ idesrto manage that “personal”
element. Developmental tasks do not offer enou@rimation on how a certain
goal maintains accessibility and relevance whikgnig differential resources and
limitations. An increasing life experience gradyahapes the strategies one uses
to approach normative or peculiar pursuits in teofnrdealing with what one has or
does not have, can or can’'t do, should or shouldioo

Gains and losses can be defined through multijiferie. We present only
the criteria used in this article. First, from avel@epmental approach, they are seen
according to life-span changes, determined by ageesated decline in internal
resources (Freund & Baltes, 2002) and accessibilitgxternal resources (eg.,
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family structures, occupational opportunities). i@aieflect resources, while losses
cover limitations. Second, from a goal outcome paihview, management of

gains versus losses represent marks for successsvéailure in approaching

personal goals. Most individuals capitalize on gaimhen they evaluate the

attainment of a personal goal as being succesgfibreas losses encompass
failures of reaching certain predefined standafdsction in goal pursuit.

We next present some mechanisms and processesvadvoh the
management of resources and limitations in devedspnduring adulthood,
tapping into how individuals select and frame peat@ursuits.

Developmental approaches to goal management igeésti how
individuals process and integrate information frdifferent sources (normative
requirements, contextual demands, personal peoceptiin order to maintain
adaptive levels of self-regulation. These proceaseither gain or loss focused.

The model of selective optimization with compermat{SOC) views goal
management as integrated regulation of the follgwitechanisms: elective goal
selection, loss-based goal selection, optimizatdngoal-relevant means, and
compensation (Freund & Baltes, 1998). These presese defined on person and
contextual specific coordinates and are analyzed sjprecific domains of
psychological functioning, like autonomy, professbexpertise or control (Baltes
et al., 1999). Selection processes focus on dineality, optimization on growth
and compensation on regulation of loss.

In our opinion, selection processes are of greapoitance for
understanding how individuals developmentally frartreir personal goals.
Elective selection orients the subject toward nemnands or tasks, while loss-
based selection is guided by the anticipation ¢diaor anticipated losses. These
antagonistic strategies frame from the very begigrthe manner in which one
approaches a goal. At different ages individuaés supposed to approach goals
differentially (Freund & Baltes, 2002; Freund & En2005; Riediger, Freund, &
Baltes, 2005). These age-related peculiaritiestpminh specific, developmentally
regulated patterns of defining what “personal” nmseaResults of extensive
research sustain this perspective. For instandeg $elf-report measures of SOC
mechanisms and developmental outcomes, Freund alesB2002) showed that
elective selection presents a linear increase &arty to middle and old adulthood,
while loss-based selection is used most frequdmtlsniddlie aged adult&ounger
adults tend to be oriented and persistent whensktwn maximum performance
attainment goals, whereas older adults prefer paisgoals framed in terms of
compensation and maintenance (Freund & Ebner, 2008 to age-associated
decline of internal resources. Loss-avoidance istipdinked to reduced well-
being in younger adults.

An important refinement of developmental regulastin personal goal
pursuit is outlined by these studies. The typesnethanisms individuals use in
order to specify relevance and maintain high leeélactivation for those relevant
goals are predefined by age-related peculiaritieslimitations. As people usually
engage in several personal goals at the same tRiegiger et al. (2005)
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investigated individuals’ goal facilitation and énterence in multiple goal pursuit
through a multi-method field experiment. The reswf their study showed that
younger adults engage less intensively in achiettegy self-selected goals than
older adults, this being explained by the authgra aonsequence of variability in
mutual inter-goal facilitation. Younger adults repgoals in life domains which

they perceive as unimportant for life satisfactidms being a source of conflict
among goals, impeding selection of adequate ressumnd means. Older adults,
on the other hand, are more selective in narrowimgn pursuit of high personal

relevance (Riediger et al., 2005).

As the adult ages, he seems to be more focusedssed, but also more
attentive at approaching goals that really matidnim. Sometimes this is done by
attaching increased relevance to those person#d tiee he can control. Results of
an eight years longitudinal study on adults ag¢o389 revealed that relevance of
those developmental goals on which perceived cbdioreased over time, was
gradually reduced (eg., personal independencealsagiognition, and intellectual
efficacy). Therefore, a stable level of global géved control on all personal goals
was maintained (Brandtstaedter & Rothermund, 20@andtstaedter &
Rothermund, 1994). Personal goal relinquishment dowingrading seem to be
important accommodative mechanisms in coping weetbpmental losses.

This developmental perspective of humans who defitepursue goals by
gradually integrating the loss element in theirspeal goal system is sustained by
the perspective of King and Hicks (2007) on the mivgg of maturity. They
analyze adult maturity from the angle of “lost pbks selves” and view goal
change and goal failure as developmental oppoiégniin that they foster access
to new conceptualizations of personal goals. Thincas define two facets of
maturity: happiness (subjective well-being) and ptaxity (ego development). In
this framework, high complexity is achieved whea thdividual acknowledges the
losses and elaborates upon then, but reduceslévamnee of unaccomplished goals
and commits to relevant current goals. These folirely on studies conducted
with adults who experienced life-changing lossié® having a child with Down
syndrome or suddenly divorcing after a very longriiage. Due to complex
limitations, unachieved personal goals reinstatot@erent goal system and high
levels of well-being when the adult first elabogatsn the “lost” goals and only
afterwards disengages from them.

We believe that these approaches reduce to soraatdke intentionality
dimension and portrait an individual who tries ttegrate and adapt as much as
possible to the things that happen to him/her. As moves through complex life
experiences, which can be uncontrollable and unptelle, personal goals are
reframed in order to assimilate these experiendésvertheless, the pursuit of
personal goals is driven not only by processeshwaim at reducing discrepancies,
but also by processes that create discrepancieslutaand Locke (2003) consider
that “People are aspiring and proactive organistosjust reactive ones. [...] They
are motivated and guided by foresight of goals,justtby hindsight of shortfalls.”
(Bandura & Locke, 2003, p. 91). Research in the S@@ework sustains this
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assumption. During adult development individuafsame personal goals in order
to make them viable in guiding action pursuits,reifehey concentrate on losses,
not only on gains. So, there remains a focus oorbétwy, not only on controlling
and adjusting, with personal goals as positivecgrdgtions of likely outcomes and
self-motivating incentives.

FROM FANTASY AND DESIRE TO ACTION: THE INTRICATE MECHANISMS OF
How PERSONAL GOALSBECOME REALITY

Translating personal goals into specific actionlgaapresents, from a
process perspective, an increased level of goaksadility and detailed
description on more specific task and context cttarsstics. In every day
discourse people can have high relevance perso@dd ¢achieving independence
from family, choosing a rewarding occupation), utorder to actually achieve
such future projections, they have to approach thamday at a time. Pathology
often arises from individuals’ inability to trantapersonal goals into reality, by
means of negotiating on their desirability and itaifisy dimensions (Oettingen,
Bulgarella, Henderson, & Gollwitzer, 2004). Whethtvey are guided by
developmental tasks or by distinctive trajectortls, translation of personal goals
in an individual's development into action goalso(i@&itzer, 2003; 1996)
represents an important issue in investigating d@mitment one makes to a
relevant pursuit.

Goal striving processes related to personal goal®fiutmost importance
here, as before a goal guides an individual's behnait is first selected from
his/her wishes, desires and fantasies. These ajections about the future toward
which the individual has not made an action comraittrand has not proceeded to
actually implement in reality. For example, in limgth developmental tasks, an
adult man may desire or wish to start a family, ekhtan be a recurring and
relevant cognitive representation, but might neaer toward achieving it. He
activates the representation whenever he thinkatehe best possible future, but
his actions are guided only by goals that arejrfstance, work related. So, certain
personal goals can remain desires or wishes faefimte time, and the “road”
from cognitive representation to reality implemeiota involves a series of goal
pursuit processes and action commitments.

Action Phasesto Goal Accomplishment

In trying to identify how people choose from anagrof personal desires
and attempt to translate their wishes into reat&gllwitzer (2003; 1996) proposes
the model of action phases. This model suggests dhecessful goal pursuit
involves solving four consecutive taskdeliberating wishes to make a goal
decision (predecisional phase), planning iimplementationof the chosen goal
(preactional phasegcting toward goal attainment (actional phase), emdluating
achieved outcomes (postactional phase) (Oettinggak, & Schnetter, 2001;
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Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, & Steller, 1990). A wishalkated as high in desirability
and feasibility predecisionalphase) does not necessarily turn into an actiah, go
as a subsequent decision to act upon a given wishdessary. This step, however,
is just a prerequisite for making progress towaishviulfillment, because once a
decision has been made, the next task is engagéemiiet initiation and successful
execution of goal-directed actions.

When the necessary goal-directed actions are walitiped or routine,
these processes can be implemented with limitedegsing resources activated.
Unfortunately, things become far more difficult whimdividuals are undecided
about where or how to act. The model defines tersog prior to the initiation of
goal-directed action as thgreactional phaseln this phase, in order to further
advance from wishes to actions, one must refledtdmtide orwhen where how
andhow longto act, thus creating plans for action.

With the initiation of goal-directed behaviors, iiduals enter the
actional phasgby actively engaging in goal-directed behaviord aonclude with
the postactionalphase, of evaluating goal achievement and guitbmgrd other
wishes to be pursued.

In the pursuit of personal goals, we view the pecesienal phase as
involving very complex processes. The feasibilibd alesirability of a desire can
be evaluated through the lenses of developmersgib tagroup influences, other
active personal goals or goals that the person pgrasiously achieved or
relinquished. Therefore, future lines of reseamstpersonal goals should focus on
how people choose and evaluate from a large afreysbes and desires those that
will become relevant for them, in order to then man to action commitment.
The factors which influence this choice are alsitegunteresting to investigate, in
order to better understand how individuals procdsselopmental tasks and
integrate them in their preexisting personal ggatems.

As the time-frame of planning a personal goal’s lemgentation can be
variable and usually refers to longer periods ofheti we consider that the
preactional phase can involve a segmentation @rsopal goal inteubgoalsand
choice of availablaneansfor these goals’ achievement. The actional phase i
personal goal pursuit can perhaps be better meditdihrough the analysis of
action subgoals the individual follows. Here wenthithat an interesting aspect
refers to the manner in which these subgoals amddfacent means to achieving
them serve one personal goal or become gradiratgratedor in conflict with
other goals. It would be very interesting, thougimswhat difficult from a
methodological perspective, to look closer at haalgelevant actions influence a
person’s goal systems in terms of integration onflai among active goals.
Management of means for goal attainment is veryomamt in the action phase. As
the individual usually pursues multiple goals sitankeously, an intense
involvement in one goal can reduce resource avhilafor another or sometimes
the same resources can be used to attain more(ffmadésmore detailed analysis of
these aspects see Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007).
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Deliberating on versus implementing a personal goal

In this context, the concept afind-set(Gollwitzer, Fujita, & Oettingen,
2004; Gollwitzer, 2003; Gollwitzer, 1996) is deftheas a general cognitive
orientation which emerges when a person addressedasks associated with
various action phases and facilitates their conpietStudies conducted by
Gollwitzer et al. (Gollwitzer & Taylor, 1995; Golitzer et al., 1990) focus on the
difference between deliberative mind-sefthat develops when people elaborate
and analyze a personal wish) andirmaplemental mind-sewhen people plan the
execution of a personal goal). The deliberativedssat is characterized by open-
mindedness, tuning toward impartial and accuratelyais of feasibility and
desirability related issues. The implemental miat-&s defined by limited
processing of task-relevant information, cognititning on implementation
related issues and patrtial, self-serving positiusion processing of feasibility and
desirability related issues.

Individuals seem to be more prone to activate peisbigher order goals
in a deliberative mind-set, encouraging extensivecgssing of more general
orientations towards certain life domains, thoulgdytis not directly activated by
current tasks. Gollwitzer and Kinney (1989) immedrseibjects in a deliberative
versus implemental mindset over personal unresajeeds (eg., moving out from
home). On the one hand, subjects in a deliberatimelition were asked to name an
unresolved goal and elaborate on its potentialtdieom and long-term positive
and negative consequences. This group tended tegs@oal information more
extensively and to evaluate control over goal attent very accurately. On the
other hand, subjects in the implemental conditi@merasked to identify a personal
goal to be completed in the next three months &tdbkehavioral steps for its
completion and then make specific action planstiieir attainment. This group
showed a strong self-serving bias or positive iitlns (Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995)
regarding control over goal completion and goavaht information.

Therefore, a deliberative mind-set seems to fatditextensive and
accurate processing of goal relevant dimensiongreds the implemental one
aids, in an imperfect, yet effective manner, thensformation of desires and
wishes into reality and persistence in goal relaetions. As individuals hold
multiple relevant personal goals at the same tidediperating upon all of them
would be a resource consuming process. Still, fnasbns of conflict among
personal goals, we think that an increased focudetiberating would offer greater
chances of progress through goal action phases satdequent effective
implementation.

Turning free-fantasies into binding goals
Oettingen et al. (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002; OettimgBak, & Schnetter,

2001; Oettingen, 1999) analyze the processes irdolin how individuals
transform expectations and fantasies about thedunto goals. Two types of
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orientations toward personal goals are defined:eetgbions and free positive
fantasies, based on an individual's evaluatiorhefgrobability of occurrence for a
specific future outcome. Expectations are guidedhiyy probability, whereas free
fantasies refer to conceptualizations of futureioast independent of their
likelihood to actually happen. In our view, Bandaréeed-forward orientation is
reinterpreted in this fantasy realization theorgcduse individuals are also
conceptualized as future focused and resistant egative “impeding reality”
(Oettingen, Bulgarella, Henderson, & Gollwitzer,02). A refinement of the
positive future focus is added though, as its mMexastruction is seen as adaptive
only in certain cases.

A dichotomy between a positive fantasy future amegative impending
reality is proposed. These two dimensions of irdiial projection are approached
through three possible paths to transforming feggasies into goals. The first path
refers to contrasting positive fantasies aboutftliere with negative aspects of
impending reality. The second path focuses onlyeality input and disregards
positive fantasies about the future. The third patbased on indulging in positive
fantasies and disregarding reality cues. The fiash involves action expectancies
that bridge fantasy and reality and is consideoelet effective in facilitating goal
implementation. The other two paths focus exclugivn the negative present
reality or the positive fantasy future dimensiond are supposed to rather impede
action orientation, by blocking the individual inoae-dimensional representation.
Refinements of this model sustain, though, that émsimg in positive fantasy, in
terms of day-dreaming, facilitates the exploratadri‘'one’s possibilities to grow
and one’s opportunities to act” (Oettingen & Mayz002).

Brinkmann et al. (1998, apud Oettingen, 1999) shibthat social workers
involved in a vocational program, who were askedlédorate on the negative and
positive aspects of entering their occupation (@epbntrasting) subsequently
displayed significantly more constructive interans with colleagues and clients
than subjects who elaborated just on the positisenilar results regarding
improved involvement in goal relevant actions eredrgrom studies on other
developmental tasks, like finding a partner, adnigveconomic independence,
constructing a family or building a successful ear@or reviews see Oettingen et
al., 2004; Oettingen, 1999). Contrasting positivevelopmental fantasies with
operational negative counterparts of reality appdaraid the strengthening of
personal goals with a strong action orientationpdrant factors in this equation
seem to be individuals’ expectations of succes$jeBts in the mental contrast
group showed increased readiness to act towardllifigf a self-chosen
interpersonal goal only when they perceived a hgbbability of success
(Oettingen, 1999). When they had low success eapiens, their readiness to act
was much lower, compared to the positive fantasy iampeding reality groups,
who showed medium readiness to act, disregardiocess evaluations. So, mental
contrasting is good mainly when it is self-servamgd in line with positive action
and success evaluations.
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In this section we approached action related meshenthrough which
individuals transform a future projection into biingl goals and gradually commit
to and implement these goals. The action oriemadiopersonal goals represents
one of the most relevant dimensions when conduatisgarch on this topic or
trying to elaborate applied interventions that @tndeveloping or guiding these
types of goals in various life domains (work, indicy, leisure).

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH

Personal goals offer operational standpoints fartaing the mélange of
social, age graded requirements and idiosyncratisyits, in the construction of a
unigue adult individual. Their importance for bettenderstanding intentionality
and the paths to individual development is beyamestion.

In this article we first approached personal gahalough a structural
perspective. We defined and reflected upon somtheif relevant features. We
then analyzed the impact of developmental taskfein elaboration. We reviewed
theoretical tenets and results of studies that tin@geculiarities of personal goals’
construction between societal expectations andvidwil interpretations of
possible developmental paths. Next, a developmeptaicess analysis of
integrating gains and losses into personal goatesys was conducted. The
activation and persistence of personal goals, agplex knowledge structures, is
shaped by the manner in which individuals managderrimation and processes
pertaining to resources and limitations (extermal @ternal). In the last segment
we approached processes which assist the tramstatiaction-free intentional goal
structures (wishes, desires and free-fantasies)bimding goals, analyzing various
paths to how personal goals are linked to actionmitment and implementation.

Beyond the specific contents of personal goalsbeleeve that there are
several general categories of goal operations, iwhaflect a global dynamics of
goals, namely: goalgeneration goal activation goal deactivation and goal
interactions These are important fundaments for organizingl goeories and
gradually unifying discourses regarding more spegbal processes. From the
perspective of cognitive psychology, goals havenbesglected as units of analysis
for human functioning. Cognitive psychology is triiry to propositional logic and
has mainly focused on propositions and to a cegatant on images as units of
analysis for human information processing. A cdgaitpsychology centered on
goals as units of analysis for individual functiogiwould offer a more ecological
dimension of how cognitive, emotional and behavicomtents are organized and
activated is order to construct intentionalitthe “new look on motivation” offers
relevant theoretical and methodological input ins thlirection (Fishbach &
Ferguson, 2007; Kruglanski et al., 2002; Shah &gtanski, 2003).

A personal goal can be generated from a personshesj desires and
fantasies, which can reflect the expectations béist, age-graded developmental
tasks, emotional tendencies or previous goal aehients and failures. There is an
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intricate pattern of factors influencing the couostion of a personal goal and
future research in this area should focus moreebjosn the interplay of these
factors. This is quite relevant from an action cdtmmant perspective, as it would
help explain why some goals remain active goalsaedalways played down in
the imaginary, leading to the construction of “patarealities” in which the
individual seeks refuge when real goal attainmenpérceived as impossible or
improbable.

We acknowledge that the present article offers anlglimpse into the
complexity of personal goals and some aspects marancluded in this theoretical
analysis. Still, we critically mapped concepts val& for better understanding both
contents and processes relevant for their creagomhasizing developmentally
relevant dimensions.

From an applied perspective, the mapping of peisgoas dynamics at
adult age and during transition periods offers able input for needs analysis and
adequate implementation of group and community |lgnregrams, aimed at
improving the development of goal relevant contesitsictures or processes. Also,
better understanding personal goals of adult iddi@is would aid any type of
optimization intervention in various life domaireg(, education, work, family) and
regarding different life roles (eg., student, paremployee, spouse, leisurite).
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