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Abstract
Recent field research on the “fresh start effect” has shown that temporal landmarks – distinct
calendar dates (e.g., the start of the week/month/year, a holiday) and life events (e.g., a birthday)
that stand out from other days in our lives – spur goal-directed, aspirational activities (e.g.,
dieting, exercising). Across six laboratory studies, we explore what types of temporal landmarks
are most motivating and examine the mechanism underlying people’s increased motivation to
pursue their goals following temporal landmarks. We demonstrate that more meaningful
landmarks magnify people’s intentions to engage and actual engagement in goal pursuit to a
larger extent than less psychologically meaningful temporal landmarks. We show that this is true
for both inherently meaningful landmarks (Studies 1 and 4b), and otherwise less meaningful
landmarks that have been imbued with personal or cultural relevance (and thereby with greater
meaning; Studies 2a, 2b, 3, and 4a). Additionally, building on (a) the notion that subjective
perceptions of time are malleable and (b) the theory of temporal self-appraisal, we propose and
show that this strengthened motivation to pursue one’s aspirations following more meaningful
temporal landmarks originates from the greater psychological disassociation they produce from a
person’s past imperfections (Studies 4a and 4b).

Keywords: temporal landmarks; multiple selves; temporal self-appraisal; motivation; goals
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Introduction
In a posting that appeared a few days before the start of 2014, two bloggers described
what might be a typical workday for many Americans: hit the snooze button twice after the alarm
clock buzzes, check Facebook now and then throughout the day, rush to meet a deadline, and
leave the office later than planned with a cookie in hand. The bloggers noted that while “a
version of this routine is likely to be part of our grim reality most days…there is one very
important exception” (Ariely & Berman, 2013) – namely, a day after which many strive with
particular fervor not to hit their snooze button, procrastinate at work, or eat junk food. The
important exception referenced is January 1st, the day when about half of American adults make
one or more resolutions. Their resolutions vary widely, but popular examples include resolving
to maintain a healthier sleep schedule, to procrastinate less at work, and to start a diet (Norcross,
Mrykalo, & Blagys, 2002). Importantly, recent research (e.g., Dai, Milkman, & Riis, in press;
Ayers, Althouse, Johnson, & Cohen, 2014) demonstrates that January 1st represents just one
example of a far broader set of naturally-arising points in time that are associated with
subsequent increases in goal pursuit. Specifically, distinct occurrences that stand out from other,
ordinary days in our lives (dubbed “temporal landmarks”; Shum, 1998; Peetz & Wilson, 2013),
including notable life events (e.g., birthdays, weddings) and socially shared calendar markers
(e.g., the start of the week or academic semester, holidays), have been shown in the field to
motivate individuals to tackle their goals (Dai et al., in press). This phenomenon is known as
“the fresh start effect” (Dai et al., in press).
To our knowledge, there have been no systematic investigations of (a) what types of
temporal landmarks are most likely to inspire people to pursue their aspirations or (b) the
psychological processes responsible for the fresh start effect. Addressing these gaps in the
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literature is important because it will advance our understanding of when individuals are most
likely to exert the self-control needed to achieve their goals and when encouraging individuals to
follow-through on their self-improvement intentions is likely to be the most effective. We add to
a growing body of research demonstrating the impact of ubiquitous environmental factors and
organizational cues on individuals’ ability to exert self-control (e.g., Milkman, 2012; DeVoe,
House, & Zhong, 2013).
In this paper, we propose that the psychological meaning associated with a temporal
landmark influences its likelihood of motivating goal pursuit. Importantly, we explore whether
decision makers’ motivation to pursue aspirational behaviors can be increased by manipulating
how meaningful a landmark feels. Consistent with Dai et al., (in press), we define aspirational
behaviors as “activities that help people achieve their wishes and personal goals” (Dai et al., in
press, p.2). Examples of aspirational behaviors include starting a diet, exercising more regularly,
improving productivity at work, and attending meetings on time. Across six studies, we show
that more meaningful temporal landmarks magnify people’s intentions to improve themselves as
well as people’s actual engagement in goal-directed activities to a greater degree than less
meaningful temporal landmarks. We demonstrate the effects of meaningfulness in two ways.
First, we compare inherently more meaningful landmarks (e.g., a person’s first move to a new
home) with inherently less meaningful landmarks (e.g., a person’s 5th move to a new home).
Second, we experimentally infuse otherwise ordinary days with greater meaning (e.g., by
describing an otherwise ordinary 36th birthday as particularly important in another culture or by
highlighting that an otherwise ordinary day in March happens to be the first day of spring).
Our theoretical framework primarily builds upon two streams of research. First, past
research has shown that the subjective distance between our past, present, and future selves does
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not always reflect the linear and continuous passage of time (e.g., Libby & Eibach, 2002). In
fact, intervening temporal landmarks can extend the perceived distance separating temporal
selves (e.g., Peetz & Wilson, 2013). Second, the theory of temporal self-appraisal (Wilson &
Ross, 2001; Ross & Wilson, 2000) suggests that people attempt to inflate their current self-image
by disparaging their remote, past self. Integrating these two lines of work, we propose and show
that people feel more separated from their past imperfections following more psychologically
meaningful temporal landmarks (relative to less psychologically meaningful temporal
landmarks). We also show that this increased separation from past imperfections drives people to
pursue their aspirations following meaningful temporal landmarks. Thus, this research makes
two contributions to the literature. First, we elucidate how landmark-induced discontinuities in
individuals’ perceptions of time can affect their interest and engagement in goal pursuit. Second,
we demonstrate that meaningful temporal landmarks (e.g., a person’s first move to a new home,
a birthday that has cultural relevance) can enhance individuals’ intentions to strive to achieve
unrelated goals (e.g., being on time, learning a new language, running a marathon).
Theoretical Development of Hypotheses
Past Research on the Motivating Effects of Temporal Landmarks
When wandering around a city, we rely on spatial landmarks to orient us and mark
boundaries between geographical regions. Similarly, we use temporal landmarks to organize our
chronological representations and demarcate the boundaries between time periods (Robinson,
1986; Shum, 1998; Peetz & Wilson, 2013). Shum (1998) characterized temporal landmarks as
distinct events and occurrences that are stored in our autobiographical memory, providing
structure to our lives and subsequent experiences. Transition points on social timetables (e.g.,
secular and religious holidays, the start of a new week/month/year, the outset of a semester, a
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school break) represent one type of temporal landmark. Such calendar events are relevant to
people sharing the same social or cultural background (Robinson, 1986). For example, the
beginning of a semester indicates the start of a new cycle for students who follow the same
academic calendar. Another type of temporal landmark is a life event that is of particular
relevance to a given individual (e.g., a birthday, a graduation). These are events that mark the
beginning of a new chapter in an individual’s personal history. This type of temporal landmark
can be a one-time developmental milestone (e.g., graduation from college), a transition in or
outside of the workplace (e.g., a job change, a relocation), a first experience (e.g., a first date), or
a recurring occasion of significance (e.g., a birthday, a wedding anniversary; Shum, 1998).1
Notably, shared calendar events and life events of note to a given individual differ in numerous
ways. However, such landmarks are similar in that both demarcate adjacent time periods (on
socially shared calendars or on an individual’s personal life timeline, respectively). Therefore,
following past research (e.g., Shum, 1998; Peetz & Wilson, 2014), we use the term “temporal
landmark” (analogous to the term “spatial landmark”) to refer to both types of distinct events.
Beyond the role they play in retrieving old memories and encoding new memories
(Shum, 1998), temporal landmarks have been shown to influence people’s judgments and
decisions in various domains (Robinson, 1986) including cost tracking (Soster, Monga, &
Bearden, 2010), willingness to commence a task (Tu & Soman, forthcoming), resource allocation
between different time periods (Bartels & Rips, 2010), and temporal self-appraisal (Peetz &

1

Some past research also defined public events (e.g., a disaster, a public campaign) as temporal landmarks (Shum,

1998). In this paper, we follow Dai et al. (in press) and focus solely on transition points in shared social timetables
and life events that mark our personal histories, as these categories of temporal landmarks have been demonstrated
to produce increases in aspirational behavior.
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Wilson, 2013). In particular, the occurrence of temporal landmarks can increase people’s interest
in tackling long-term goals. For example, people become more devoted to self-improvement
starting on New Year’s Day (Norcross et al., 2002) and more frequently engage in health-related
activities (e.g., searching for information about smoking cessation, visiting doctors) on Mondays
than on other days of the week (Fry & Neff, 2010; Ayers et al., 2014). Recently, Dai et al. (in
press) provided the first systematic investigation of the effects of temporal landmarks on
aspirational behaviors. Dai et al. (in press) examined the frequency with which (a) Americans
search for the term “diet” on Google, (b) undergraduate students visit a university gym, and (c)
Internet users commit to pursuing a personal goal on a goal-setting website (www.stickK.com).
These three field studies consistently demonstrated that aspirational behaviors (i.e., dieting,
exercising, and creating commitment contracts) are more common at the outset of new periods
demarcated by temporal landmarks. Dai et al., (in press) primarily focused on shared calendar
events (e.g., the start of the week, month, year, or academic semester, a Federal holiday, or a
school break) but did examine the impact of one type of life event: a birthday. The authors refer
to people’s tendency to pursue their aspirations more vigorously following temporal landmarks
as “the fresh start effect” and call for future research exploring this effect in the context of a
broader set of temporal landmarks including life events like relocations and job changes (Dai et
al., in press).
This past research on the fresh start effect has left two important questions unanswered.
First, past research has not examined which properties of temporal landmarks motivate goal
pursuit. In this paper, we address this gap in the literature by examining one such property: the
degree of “psychological meaning” associated with a temporal landmark. Specifically, we test
whether it is possible to magnify people’s self-improvement intentions at fresh start moments by
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highlighting the meaningfulness of a given temporal landmark. Second, past research has not
provided evidence supporting a particular explanation for the fresh start effect. We address this
open question in the current paper by showing that the strengthened motivation to pursue one’s
aspirations following more meaningful temporal landmarks originates from the greater
psychological disassociation they produce from a person’s past imperfections. We develop our
theory and hypotheses in the sections that follow.
What Makes a Temporal Landmark More or Less Meaningful?
Temporal landmarks vary greatly in their psychological significance or
“meaningfulness”. Some temporal landmarks are relatively mundane (e.g., getting a haircut,
buying a goldfish, starting a new month) while others are more extraordinary (e.g., buying a car,
becoming a parent, starting a new year). Past research suggests that one determinant of the
perceived meaningfulness of a temporal landmark should be the extent to which the landmark is
identity-relevant. People tend to look for and create meaning in life through their identity
(Baumeister, 1991). For example, the extent to which a person’s ongoing activities and plans are
interpreted as meaningful hinges on how consistent they are with the core aspects of that
person’s self-identity (MacGregor & Little, 1998). When it comes to the meaningfulness of
temporal landmarks, Shum (1998, p.427) speculated that “salient points in time that define us as
individuals and members of a particular culture (i.e., occupation, religion, pastimes)” are likely
to carry greater importance and meaning. This suggests that personally- or culturally-relevant
temporal landmarks (e.g., the start of summer break for college students; Easter for Christians)
should be more meaningful than temporal landmarks with less personal or cultural relevance
(e.g., a University’s administrative day for college students; Easter for Buddhists).
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Besides its relevance to an individual’s identity, a landmark’s meaningfulness may also
be affected by the frequency with which it arises. Just as objects that are more singular and
unique tend to be more important spatial landmarks (Lynch, 1960), events that rarely occur
should be perceived as more meaningful than events of the same nature that occur at a higher
frequency. For example, first experiences (e.g., moving to a new city for the first time) tend to be
more momentous than second experiences (e.g., moving to a new city for the second time; Shum,
1998), and birthdays initiating the start of a new decade (e.g., a person’s 30th or 40th birthday) are
typically taken more seriously than other birthdays (e.g., a person’s 31st or 41st birthday;
Bhargave & Miron-shatz, 2012).
There is some evidence from past research showing that temporal landmarks associated
with personal impact, cultural connection, or religious relevance can exert a greater influence on
peoples’ judgments and decisions than temporal landmarks with less psychological significance.
For example, when making financial decisions, people contemplating future landmark events
that are expected to dramatically change their identity (e.g., very unusual events like a return
home after having been kidnapped) are more impatient, compared with people contemplating
future landmark events that are expected to have a limited influence on their identity (e.g., more
common events like starting a job with a different company but in a similar position with similar
pay; Bartels & Rips, 2010). The higher impact of personally- or culturally-relevant events is
illustrated by another two studies examining death rates experienced by different ethnic groups
near a temporal landmark. Specifically, death rates decrease prior to occasions that are culturally
meaningful to a given group (e.g., Passover for Jews), but not before occasions that are
meaningful to members of other groups living in the same area (e.g., Passover for Chinese
people; Phillips & King, 1988; Phillips & Smith, 1990).

MEANINGFUL TEMPORAL LANDMARKS SPUR GOAL PURSUIT

10

Together, past research suggests that people may respond to temporal landmarks
differently depending on the extent to which a given landmark event feels meaningful to them.
Therefore, we postulate that the more meaningful temporal landmarks are, the more likely they
are to motivate aspirational behaviors. We expect this pattern to arise not only when we compare
temporal landmarks that differ inherently in their meaningfulness but also when we imbue
mundane temporal landmarks with greater meaning. Formally, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 1. More psychologically meaningful temporal landmarks (whether inherently
meaningful or framed as meaningful) are more likely to motivate aspirational behaviors.
In a pilot study, we initially explored this hypothesis by examining online respondents’
perceptions of different temporal landmarks, restricting our sample to those interested in dieting.
Participants were asked to reflect on 94 temporal landmarks that might arise in their lives,
ranging from the relatively mundane (e.g., the first day of a new month, purchasing a new
computer) to the personally meaningful (e.g., the first day after a major birthday, purchasing a
new car; See Supplemental Material Appendix A). We were interested in whether the extent to
which a temporal landmark was perceived as a meaningful day would correlate with the extent to
which individuals would be motivated to begin a diet on (or right after) the day in question. To
this end, one hundred and three participants were randomly assigned to rate either (a) how likely
they would be to start a diet on or just after each of these temporal landmarks (1 = not at all
likely to 7 = very likely) or (b) the extent to which each landmark or the day just after it felt
meaningful to them (1 = not at all to 7=very much).2 For each temporal landmark, we averaged
participants’ responses to each measure and created two composite scores (i.e., likelihood of

2

Following Baumeister, Vohs, Aaker, and Garbinsky (2013), we allowed participants in our survey to define

meaningfulness in whatever way they saw fit, rather than imposing a specific definition on them.
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starting a diet, perceived meaningfulness). There was a significant and positive correlation
(correlation coefficient = 0.17, p < .01) between how meaningful a given day felt to participants
(Max = 6.56, Min = 1.50, M = 3.73, SD = 1.21) and how likely participants believed they would
be to begin a diet on or immediately following the day in question (Max = 5.45, Min = 1.90, M =
2.97, SD = 0.70).3
Our correlational pilot study provides suggestive evidence that temporal landmarks
perceived as more meaningful may also tend to be the moments when people feel particularly
motivated to pursue an aspirational activity (in this case, starting a diet). However, we causally
test our hypothesis in this paper through a series of six studies in which we experimentally
manipulate how meaningful a given landmark event feels. Before presenting these studies, we
discuss our theoretical account for why more meaningful temporal landmarks will particularly
encourage aspirational behaviors.

3

Past research suggests that life transitions (e.g., becoming a parent, going to college) may shift an individual’s

surrounding environment and daily routines, which may produce changes in habits for reasons besides those of
interest here (Wood, Tam, & Witt, 2005). To address this alternative explanation, we included a third experimental
condition in the pilot study (n = 49) and asked participants randomly assigned to this condition to rate the extent to
which their normal daily routines would differ before versus after each of the days in question (1= not at all to 7 =
very much). When we predicted the average likelihood of beginning a diet on a given landmark with perceived
meaningfulness using an ordinary least squares regression controlling for participants’ perceptions of how much
routine change each temporal landmark would produce, meaningfulness ratings still significantly predicted
motivation to begin a diet (𝛽 = 0.33, p < .01). Subsequent studies will take additional steps to rule out the possibility
that routine changes triggered by temporal landmarks can explain why more meaningful landmarks are more likely
to motivate aspirational behaviors.
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Psychological Mechanism Linking Meaningful Temporal Landmarks and Aspirational
Behaviors
A person’s self-concept reflects not only the characteristics of his current self but also his
sense of how his past self has behaved (Haddock, 2004; Wilson & Ross, 2001). In particular,
people’s self-evaluations are influenced by the comparison between their current self and their
past self (Albert, 1977; Wayment & Taylor, 1995), especially when they are motivated to
maintain a positive self-view (Taylor, Neter, & Wayment, 1995). For instance, in appraising her
current position as a manger, Jane might evaluate herself quite positively because she started out
working in the mail room, whereas John would evaluate himself slightly less positively because
he started out as an assistant manager. The theory of temporal self-appraisal proposed by Wilson
and Ross (Wilson & Ross, 2001, 2003; Ross & Wilson, 2000) contends that people compare
their past and current selves in ways that allow them to maintain a positive current self-view.
Specifically, people tend to ascribe negative traits and failings to their past self when comparing
temporal selves, a tendency that favors their current self in comparison. However, attributing
undesirable traits to an individual’s past self only flatters her current self when the past and
current selves are not closely connected (Wilson & Ross, 2001; Ross & Wilson, 2002). This is
because people tend to contrast temporal selves that feel psychologically distant but assimilate
temporal selves that feel connected (Hanko, Crusius, & Mussweiler, 2010). As a result,
imperfections associated with a person’s remote, past self will not be incorporated into her image
of her current self but will instead make her current self appear more positive.
Importantly, the subjective distance between a person’s temporal selves does not always
perfectly reflect the actual passage of time (e.g., Hershfield et al., 2011; Libby & Eibach, 2002;
Wilson & Ross, 2001). In particular, due to their role in demarcating the continuous flow of time,
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intervening temporal landmarks can increase the psychological distance between temporal selves
(Peetz & Wilson, 2013, 2014). For example, undergoing a life transition makes people feel more
disassociated from their past self, compared with their peers who were not affected by the
transition (Cantor, Norem, Niedenthal, Langston, & Brower, 1987). Even thinking about a
landmark event (e.g., college matriculation, relocation, an upcoming school event, or a holiday)
can weaken the psychological connection between temporal selves (Wilson & Ross, 2003;
Bartels & Rips, 2010; Peetz & Wilson, 2013, 2014).
Since more meaningful temporal landmarks are more pronounced markers in our
personal histories or on calendars, as described previously, we expect them to be more likely to
stand out as barriers between temporal selves. For example, after celebrating her 50th birthday,
Jane might feel more distant from her past self last year (back in her 40s) than her friend Andrea
would feel about her year-ago self after celebrating her 49th birthday. In support of this
proposition, past research has shown that people believe a landmark event of greater significance
(e.g., being rescued from an avalanche, learning they were adopted) would make the prelandmark self and post-landmark self feel less connected than a relatively less significant
landmark event (e.g., changing to a similar job, relocating to avoid allergy) (Bartels & Rips,
2010). Relatedly, Peetz & Wilson (2014) made an untested prediction that culturally important
holidays (e.g., Christmas) might be more likely to be treated as barriers between a person’s
current and future selves than less culturally important holidays (e.g., Memorial Day, an obscure
Roman holiday).
Connecting the arguments above, we propose that temporal landmarks, and more
meaningful temporal landmarks in particular, should facilitate people’s inclination to disparage
their past self and to regard their current self as better or superior. We expect this process to
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increase people’s motivation to pursue their aspirations for at least two reasons. First, people
prefer to behave consistently with their self-perceptions (Festinger, 1962; Cialdini, 2007). The
preference to preserve a stable self-view has been shown to affect people’s motivation and
occupational choices (Korman, 1976). Further, people are more motivated to strive for goals that
reflect their self-concept (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). For example, when prospective voters are
prompted to perceive themselves as the kind of people who vote, voter turnout is higher (Bryan,
Walton, Rogers, & Dweck, 2011); when people view themselves as supporters of green
initiatives, they are more likely to engage in environmentally friendly activities (Baca-Motes,
Brown, Gneezy, Keenan, & Nelson, 2013). Thus, we propose that when the arrival of a temporal
landmark relegates a person’s imperfections (e.g., procrastinating at work, skipping workouts,
helping others less frequently than planned) to her past self and makes the current self feel
superior, she will be more motivated to behave in a way that is consistent with her new, positive
self view (e.g., to work more diligently, to exercise more regularly, to donate more to charity).
The second reason why individuals may exhibit a greater interest in goal-directed
activities following temporal landmarks is that the sense of being detached from one’s inferior,
past self can increase an individual’s confidence in her future performance. For example, Libby
and Eibach (2002) show that when people seeking to avoid overindulgent eating attribute goalincongruent behaviors to their past, inferior selves, they become more optimistic about their
ability to refrain from over-eating during their next Thanksgiving dinner. This is because they no
longer view their undesirable, past actions as a reflection of their new, current self. Since higher
expectations about goal attainment increase individuals’ engagement in goal pursuit (e.g., Locke
& Latham, 1990; Schmidt & Dolis, 2009), people should be more motivated to start tackling
their goals when they believe their current self is more capable (e.g., following temporal
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landmarks). As pointed out by Libby and Eibach, “subjective perceptions of change in the self
could be beneficial in the context of attempting to change oneself for the better” (2002, p. 177).
In summary, we postulate that temporal landmarks can psychologically separate a
person’s current self from her past self, a process that helps relegate failings to the past and
motivates the pursuit of goals. Furthermore, temporal landmarks of psychological significance
(relative to temporal landmarks of limited importance) are more capable of disconnecting a
person’s current self from her past imperfections and thus should generate even higher
motivation in individuals to strive for their aspirations. Formally, we predict the following:
Hypothesis 2. More meaningful temporal landmarks induce a stronger dissociation
between a person’s current self and her past imperfections.
Hypothesis 3. Psychological disassociation from past imperfections mediates the positive
relationship between meaningful landmarks and a person’s motivation to pursue
aspirational behaviors.
Overview of Studies
Six empirical studies were designed to test our three hypotheses about the effects of
meaningful temporal landmarks on people’s motivations to pursue aspirational behaviors. Three
studies utilized a vignette-based methodology and assessed whether and why participants would
pursue their goals more aggressively following temporal landmarks of greater (versus lesser)
meaningfulness. The remaining three studies were laboratory experiments with behavioral
outcomes in which participants chose whether (or when) to engage in aspirational activities. This
multi-method approach to exploring the effects of meaningful temporal landmarks has several
strengths. First, our vignette studies allow participants to consider different temporal perspectives
and thus to answer questions about goals and motivation before and after temporal landmarks.
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Second, our behavior-based laboratory experiments capture real decisions, eliminating
hypotheticality. Finally, all of our carefully controlled experimental studies offer high internal
validity (Finch, 1987). Study 1 shows that inherently meaningful temporal landmarks are
perceived to be more motivating. Studies 2a, 2b, and 3 examine the implications of this finding
for actual choices by framing otherwise mundane landmarks as more meaningful and observing
subsequent decisions. Finally, Studies 4a and 4b provide direct evidence of our hypothesized
mechanism.
Study 1
Study 1 has two objectives. First, we seek to test the hypothesis that people are more
motivated to begin pursuing their goals following inherently more meaningful temporal
landmarks (Hypothesis 1). The second objective of Study 1 is to address the possibility that more
meaningful temporal landmarks are associated with more substantial routine changes, which
alone facilitate the establishment of constructive habits (Wood et al., 2005). To these ends, we
employed a three-condition between-subject design and described a temporal landmark in one of
three ways: (a) as a psychologically meaningful event with no associated daily routine changes,
(b) as a less psychologically meaningful event that involved routine changes, or (c) as a less
psychological meaningful event with no associated routine changes.
Method
In a large train station in the Northeastern United States, 595 participants (52% female,
four unspecified; Mage = 34, three unspecified; Myears of work experience = 14, two unspecified) were
recruited by research assistants (who were blind to our hypotheses) to complete a two-minute
survey in exchange for a snack. Participants were first asked to think of and briefly describe one
goal that they had not succeeded in achieving and would like to pursue in the future. Then, on the
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next page of the questionnaire, participants were asked to imagine that they had worked in the
same position for many years and had just started a new job this week (with the same pay as their
previous position) at a different company (see Supplemental Material Appendix B for stimuli).
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions. In the
meaningful change condition, participants were told to imagine that this transition to a new
position was a meaningful change for them but that it would not affect their daily routine. In the
routine change condition, participants were told to imagine that this transition would affect some
of their daily routines, but that they would not consider the new position to be a meaningful
change. Finally, participants assigned to the control condition were told to imagine that they did
not perceive the transition to the new position to be meaningful, and that it would not affect their
daily routines. Participants then rated how motivated they would be to begin pursuing the
personal goal that they had described on the previous page of the questionnaire upon starting the
new job (1 = not at all motivated to 7 = very motivated). Finally, participants reported their
gender, age, and the number of years they had been working. 4
Results
Goals listed by participants varied widely (e.g., relating to health, finance, education,
traveling, etc.). We conducted a one-way ANOVA with participants’ motivation to tackle their
goal as the dependent variable and our experimental conditions (meaningful change, routine
change, and control) as the independent variables. Consistent with Hypothesis 1 (see Figure 1),
there were significant differences between the three conditions (F (2, 594) = 12.59, p < .0001,
𝜂𝑝2 = 0.04). Planned contrasts revealed that, as predicted, a meaningful job change involving no

4

We collected gender and age at the end of all studies. Study 1 is the only study where we measured a third

demographic variable in addition to gender and age: years of work experience.
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routine change was rated as more motivating (M = 5.06, SD = 1.74) than a new job that would
affect people’s daily routines but that did not feel like a meaningful landmark (M = 4.53, SD =
1.80, t(591) = 2.96, p < .01), which in turn was more motivating than a new job in the control
condition that involved no routine change and did not feel meaningful (M = 4.17, SD = 1.28,
t(591) = 2.03, p < .05).
According to Wood et al. (2005), changes in a person’s routines make it easier to break
habits (and thus easier to establish good new habits), which likely explains why a new job
accompanied by routine change was rated as more likely to motivate goal pursuits than a new
position associated with no routine change. However, importantly, a routine-change account
cannot explain why a meaningful job change that would not involve routine change is expected
to stimulate more goal pursuit than a less meaningful job change with or without routine change.
Discussion
In support of Hypothesis 1, Study 1 demonstrates that people expect inherently
meaningful personal landmarks to bolster their own motivation to engage in goal pursuit more
than less meaningful landmarks. Further, our study designs rule out the possibility that our
findings can be explained by increased routine change accompanying more meaningful
landmarks.
Study 2
In Study 2, we move beyond people’s forecasted motivation and examine their actual
engagement in activities that facilitate goal pursuit. The temporal landmarks we study are
otherwise identical days that are experimentally imbued with either more or less meaning.
Study 2a
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Method. At the beginning of March 2014, participants interested in learning how to more
effectively tackle their goals were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (a crowdsourcing
internet marketplace) to take part in a short survey. Participants were first instructed to describe a
goal that they planned to begin pursuing in April 2014 and then were asked to list one thing that
they planned to do to facilitate their pursuit of the aforementioned personal goal. Next,
participants were informed that if they would like, we would send them an email reminder in late
March that would describe their goal, their plan for accomplishing it, and a message they could
customize. Only participants who signed up to receive a reminder went on to complete our
survey and comprised our actual study sample (N = 165, 61% female, one unspecified; Mage = 32,
one unspecified). Participants who chose not to receive a reminder exited our survey.
At this stage in the study, participants were randomly assigned to one of two experiment
conditions: the meaningful landmark condition or the control condition. In both conditions,
participants chose when to receive their personalized reminder from a list of seven consecutive
dates ranging from March 18, 2014 (Tuesday) to March 24, 2014 (Monday) with the day of the
week indicated in parentheses following the date. Our (subtle) manipulation involved
highlighting the meaningfulness of March 20, 2014 – a day corresponding to the start of spring
(or the Spring Equinox). Specifically, in the meaningful landmark condition, the date - March 20,
2014 - was followed by a description which read: “(Thursday; The First Day of Spring 2014)”.
In the control condition, the description following March 20, 2014 was intended to be less
meaningful and read: “(Thursday; The third Thursday in March 2014)”. After choosing a date
from the list, participants were offered the opportunity to customize the text of their email
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reminder. Finally, participants provided their email address5 and rated to what extent March 20,
2014 (described either as the first day of spring or the third Thursday in March depending on the
participant’s experimental condition) felt meaningful to them. See Supplemental Material
Appendix C for stimuli.
Results. Our manipulation check confirmed that March 20, 2014 felt more meaningful
when it was described as the first day of spring (M = 3.68, SD = 2.02) than when it was described
as the third Thursday in March (M = 2.45, SD = 1.74, t(163) = 4.20, p < .0001). Our dependent
measure was whether or not participants chose to receive a reminder on March 20, 2014. We
predicted that participants would choose to receive a message reminding them to tackle their
goals on March 20, 2014 at a higher rate when it was described as a more meaningful landmark
(the first day of spring) than when it was described as less meaningful (the third Thursday in
March). Consistent with Hypothesis 1, participants in the meaningful landmark condition were
significantly more likely to choose to receive a reminder to pursue their goal on March 20, 2014
than participants in the control condition (25.61% vs. 7.23%,6 𝜒 2 (1) = 10.18, p = .001; Figure 2).
This is a remarkably large response (a 354% increase in sign-ups on March 20th) to a very subtle
intervention: relabeling a date many would have already recognized as the first day of spring.

5

Eight participants did not provide their email address at the end. Excluding them from our analysis did not

meaningfully change our results. The number of participants who did not provide an email address did not differ
significantly across conditions.
6

The last day on the list (i.e., March 24, 2014) was selected significantly more frequently than any other days in

both conditions (all ps < .002). The likelihood that the focal date (March 20, 2014) was selected in the control
condition was not significantly lower than any other days except the last day; thus the finding that March 20 was
selected more frequently in the meaningful landmark condition than in the control condition cannot be simply
explained by a dislike for March 20th when it was labeled as “The third Thursday of March 2014”.
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Study 2b
Method. In December 2013, we invited individuals (primarily students) who were signed
up to participate in studies at the behavioral lab of a large university in the northeastern United
States to take part in an online survey in exchange for a chance to win a $50 Amazon gift card.
Study 2b followed a similar procedure to Study 2a with a few key differences. First, participants
were asked to describe a goal that they planned to begin pursuing in the summer of 2014 (rather
than in April 2014) and were offered the opportunity to receive an email reminder sometime in
the spring. Second, participants who signed up to receive a future reminder were asked to choose
from a list of 14 consecutive dates ranging from May 3, 2014 (Saturday) to May 16, 2014
(Friday). We manipulated our description of May 14, 2014 to read as either “(Wednesday; First
Day of [University name here]’s Summer Break)” (meaningful landmark condition) or
“(Wednesday; [University name here]’s Administrative Day)” (control condition). See
Supplemental Material Appendix C for stimuli. Our sample consisted of 278 participants (62%
female, three unspecified; Mage = 23, three unspecified).7
Results. A manipulation check using a non-overlapping group of participants from the
same population (N = 45) confirmed that May 14, 2014 felt more meaningful when it was
described to students as the beginning of summer break (M = 5.09, SD = 2.45) than when it was

7

Of those who signed up to receive a reminder, two participants did not complete our survey. They were both in the

control condition and exited the survey without indicating the date on which they would like to receive the reminder.
Therefore, they were not included in our final sample. Among our final study sample (i.e., people who signed up to
receive a reminder), three participants completed our survey twice, and only their first response was included in our
analysis reported here. Our results remain virtually identical if we instead exclude these participants entirely or
include each of their multiple responses.
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described as their university’s “Administrative Day” (M = 2.00, SD = 1.48, t(43) = 5.09, p
< .0001). Consistent with Hypothesis 1, participants in the meaningful landmark condition were
significantly more likely to choose to receive a reminder to pursue their goal on May 14, 2014
than participants in the control condition (28.57% vs. 4.35%, 𝜒 2 (1) = 29.53, p < .0001; Figure
2). Again, we see a remarkably large effect (a 657% increase in sign-ups on May 14th) of a
subtle relabeling intervention.
Discussion
In study 2, we framed an otherwise identical day as a more meaningful landmark by
highlighting its role in demarcating seasons (Study 2a) or its personal relevance (Study 2b).
Study 2 demonstrates that when a day is imbued with meaning, people are more interested in
pursuing aspirational activities starting on that day.
Study 3
In Study 3, we vary the meaningfulness associated with an otherwise identical temporal
landmark using a writing manipulation and then examine people’s actual engagement in goaldirected activities.
Method
In early March 2014, participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk were recruited to take
part in a survey about goal pursuit. They were asked to first describe one goal that they had
failed to achieve in 2013 and then they were asked to indicate what category in a dropdown
menu best captured their goal. Next, participants indicated whether they planned to pursue the
aforementioned goal again this year (i.e., in 2014). Participants who did not plan to pursue the
goal in 2014 exited our survey and were not included in our sample. Participants who planned to
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pursue their goal again in 2014 comprised our study sample (N = 216; 64% female; Mage = 29)
and went on to engage in a directed writing task.
In the writing task, we told participants that we were interested in learning how different
people view the start of a New Year, and we randomly assigned participants to one of two
conditions. In the meaningful landmark condition, participants were told that many people
viewed the start of each New Year as a very meaningful day and were then asked to describe
three to five reasons why the start of this New Year felt meaningful to them. Participants in the
control condition were told that many people viewed New Year’s as no different from any other
day and were instructed to list three to five reasons why this New Year felt ordinary to them.
Next, we presented participants with information about and links to six different websites
that could help them achieve their personal goals, including (a) a website that would allow
participants to put money on the line that they would forfeit if they failed to follow-through on
their goal, (b) four popular goal-tracking websites, and (c) a New York Times article summarizing
insights from recent behavioral science research about how people could increase their chances
of achieving their goals. We tracked the number of websites participants clicked on (min = 0,
max = 6) as well as the amount of time participants spent reviewing the descriptions of different
goal-related websites we provided. At the end of our study, as a manipulation check, participants
reported on the extent to which New Year’s Day 2014 felt meaningful to them. See
Supplemental Material Appendix D for complete study stimuli.
Results and Discussion
Our manipulation was effective: New Year’s Day 2014 felt more meaningful to
participants in the meaningful landmark condition (M = 4.85, SD = 1.72) than to participants in
the control condition (M = 3.45, SD = 1.65, t(214) = 6.09, p < .0001). Following Hypothesis 1,
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we predicted that people would engage more in activities designed to facilitate goal pursuit when
a past temporal landmark (in this case, New Year’s Day) was framed as a more meaningful
landmark. First, while most participants did not click on a website (82% clicked zero links in the
meaningful landmark condition versus 90% in the control condition) probably due to an
eagerness to complete this job quickly and earn their pay, consistent with our prediction,
participants in the meaningful landmark condition clicked on three times as many goal-related
websites (M = 0.62, SD = 1.54) as participants in the control condition (M = 0.21, SD = 0.75,
t(214) = 2.4, p = .01). Similarly, participants in the meaningful landmark condition spent 46%
more time reading our descriptions of these websites (M = 41.37 seconds, SD = 60.09) than
participants the control condition (M = 28.39 seconds, SD = 29.62, t(211) = 2.00, p < .05).8
Study 3 demonstrates that having people reflect on the significance of a past temporal landmark
increases their engagement in aspirational activities.
Study 4
In Studies 4a and 4b, we examine one hypothesized mechanism for the effects of
meaningfulness as documented in our previous studies: namely, that more meaningful temporal
landmarks create a greater disconnect between a person’s current self and her past, inferior self
(Hypothesis 2), which motivates aspirational behavior (Hypothesis 3). Following previous
research (e.g., Gino & Schweitzer, 2008), our experimental procedures use mediation analysis to
test the underlying mechanism responsible for our effect.
Study 4a

8

The time participants spent reviewing these website descriptions was not successfully recorded for three

participants. We included these participants in our other analyses, but removing them does not meaningfully alter
our results.
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In Study 4a, we ask people to read a scenario and predict a hypothetical man’s (a)
motivation to pursue a challenging goal as well as his (b) psychological distance from his past
imperfections following a birthday. We manipulate the perceived meaningfulness of an
otherwise identical birthday through a framing manipulation, following Studies 2a and 2b.
Method. Two hundred participants (44% female, Mage = 32) were recruited through
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Participants were asked to imagine that a man named Chang who
lived in China had just celebrated his 36th birthday yesterday. They were told that Chang had
wanted to quit smoking for a long time but had never actually succeeded. We randomly assigned
participants to one of two experimental conditions. In the meaningful landmark condition,
participants were introduced to the concept of the 12-year Chinese zodiac cycle and were told
that Chang’s 36th birthday represented the beginning of his fourth zodiac cycle. In the control
condition, participants were not told about the Chinese zodiac cycle. Participants in both
conditions rated how motivated Chang would be to quit smoking after celebrating his 36th
birthday (1 = not at all motivated to 7 = very motivated).
In addition, participants were prompted to think about the comparison between a person’s
current and past selves. Specifically, they were told the following:
“Most people agree that they have not behaved perfectly in the past (or that their past self
has imperfections). There are always some aspects of ourselves and our lives that we
would like to improve. Sometimes our imperfect, past self feels very far away, while at
other times our past imperfections feel very close.”
They were then asked to rate the psychological distance between Chang’s present self
and his imperfect, past self on three different scales. First, participants were presented with six
pairs of Euler circles, which varied in their degree of overlap. Within each pair, one circle
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represented Chang’s imperfect past self two years ago, and the other represented Chang today.
Participants were instructed to select whichever pair of circles best reflected their opinion about
how far away Chang would feel today from his imperfect past self, where no overlap between
circles meant “extremely far away” and complete overlap meant “extremely close” (adapted
from Bartels & Rips, 2010). A second question (adapted from Wilson & Ross, 2001) asked
participants to predict the extent to which Chang would feel distant from his imperfect past self
(two years prior) (1 = extremely close to 7 = extremely far away). A final question (adapted from
Bartels & Rips, 2010) measured participants’ perceptions of the extent to which Chang would
feel different from his imperfect past self (two years prior) (1 = exactly the same to 7 =
completely different). At the end of the survey, participants evaluated the meaningfulness
associated with Chang’s 36th birthday as a manipulation check (1 = not at all to 7 = very much).
See Supplemental Material Appendix E for complete study stimuli.
Results. We first confirmed that our manipulation was effective: indeed, participants
believed Chang’s 36th birthday would be more meaningful to him in the meaningful landmark
condition, where his 36th birthday was described as corresponding to the start of a new zodiac
cycle (Mmeaningful = 5.68, SD = 1.22 vs. Mcontrol = 4.56, SD = 1.49, t(198) = 5.88, p < .0001).
Further, consistent with Hypothesis 1, we found that participants believed Chang would be more
motivated to quit smoking in the meaningful landmark condition (M = 4.93, SD = 1.31) than in
the control condition (M = 4.02, SD = 1.64, t(198) = 4.35, p < .0001).
We next test Hypothesis 2, which predicts that Chang would feel more psychologically
disassociated from his past imperfections in the meaningful landmark condition than in the
control condition. To do this, we first standardized each of our three psychological
disassociation ratings and averaged them (with the first rating reverse-coded) to create an index

MEANINGFUL TEMPORAL LANDMARKS SPUR GOAL PURSUIT

27

of psychological dissociation (Cronbach’s α = .77). We then follow standard procedures to test
whether psychological dissociation mediates the relationship between meaningful landmarks and
goal motivation (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Consistent with our hypothesis, participants believed
that Chang would feel more dissociated from his imperfect, past self in the meaningful landmark
condition (M = 0.18, SD = 0.82) than in the control condition (M = - 0.18, SD = 0.80, t(198) =
3.15, p < .01). The composite psychological disassociation score was a significant, positive
predictor (β = 0.32, p = .01) when we included this measure and a meaningful landmark
condition indicator variable in an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to predict the extent to
which participants predicted Chang would be motivated to quit smoking after his 36 th birthday. A
bootstrap analysis showed that the 95% biased-corrected confidence interval for the size of the
indirect effect (b = 0.12, SE = 0.07) excluded zero [0.01, 0.29]), indicating a significant, positive
indirect effect of the meaningful landmark condition (relative to the control condition) through
the psychological disassociation measure. These mediation analyses support the predictions of
Hypotheses 2 and 3 that meaningful temporal landmarks dissociate the current self from the past,
imperfect self and through this mechanism, motivate aspirational behavior.9
Study 4b

9

It is possible that Chang might also feel happier at the beginning of a new zodiac cycle than following a typical

birthday. To test whether the psychological disassociation score is still a significant mediator even when we control
for the effects of changes in mood, we repeated this study using the same scenario and measures but also including a
PANAS scale to measure the positive and negative affect participants expected Chang to experience upon
celebrating his birthday (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). We replicated all of our findings in Study 4a controlling
for PANAS measures of Chang’s forecasted positive and negative affect.
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Study 4b extends Study 4a by examining people’s predictions about achieving their own,
personal goals after yet another type of landmark event – moving to a new apartment.
Method. We recruited 300 participants (41% female, one unspecified; Mage = 32) online
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. As in Study 1, participants were first asked to think of and
briefly describe one goal that they had not succeeded in achieving and would like to pursue in
the future. Participants were then asked to imagine that they had just moved to a new apartment
that had a similar layout, rent, and commute to work as their previous apartment. They were
randomly assigned to either imagine that they had moved for the first time since coming to this
city nine years ago (the meaningful landmark condition) or imagine that they had moved every
year since coming to this city (the control condition). Participants then rated how motivated they
would be after moving to this apartment to begin pursuing the personal goal that they had
described earlier (1 = not at all motivated to 7 = very motivated). Next, participants used the
same scales described in Study 4a to forecast the psychological disassociation they would feel
from their imperfect past self, imagined one year prior to this move. Finally, participants
responded to a manipulation check question assessing the perceived meaningfulness of the
relocation described (see Supplemental Material Appendix F for complete stimuli).
Results. Again, our manipulation was effective: participants considered moving to a
different apartment to be more meaningful when it was described as their first relocation in nine
years (M = 4.99, SD = 1.55) than when it was described as their ninth relocation over the same
time period (M = 4.01, SD = 1.80, t(298) = 5.06, p < .0001). Consistent with Hypothesis 1,
participants reported that they would be more motivated to start tackling their personal goal after
a psychologically meaningful relocation (M = 5.05, SD = 1.73) than they would be after a
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relocation that was less psychologically meaningful (M = 4.42, SD = 1.89, t(298) = 2.98, p
< .01).
As in Study 4a, we standardized the three measures of psychological disassociation and
averaged them to form a composite score (Cronbach’s α = .88) in order to conduct mediation
analyses. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, participants expected to feel more disconnected from
their imperfect, past self in the meaningful landmark condition (M = 0.15, SD = 0.79) than in the
control condition (M = - 0.15, SD = 0.96, t(298) = 3.00, p < .01). Furthermore, as in Study 4a
and consistent with Hypothesis 3, the psychological disassociation score mediated the
relationship between the meaningful change condition indicator variable and motivation (b =
0.07, SE = 0.05, 95% biased-corrected CI [0.003, 0.22]).
Discussion
In Studies 4a and 4b, the same temporal landmark (i.e., celebrating a 36th birthday;
moving to a new apartment) was described as either a meaningful temporal landmark or a less
substantial one. Consistent with Hypotheses 2 and 3, we find that more meaningful temporal
landmarks are expected to induce greater subjective distance between a person’s current self and
imperfect, past self. This, in turn, mediates the positive effect of more meaningful temporal
landmarks on individuals’ motivation to engage in aspirational behaviors.
General Discussion
Across a series of six studies, we show that on or following more meaningful temporal
landmarks, people: (a) are more likely to engage in goal-directed activities (Studies 2a, 2b, and
3) and (b) forecast that their and others’ motivation to tackle personal goals will be higher
(Studies 1, 4a, and 4b). This finding holds true both for temporal landmarks that vary in their
inherent meaning (Studies 1 and 4b) and for otherwise ordinary days that are imbued with
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personal or cultural significance through framing manipulations (Studies 2a, 2b, 3, and 4a). Our
hypotheses were also supported for different types of temporal landmarks including markers on
shared timetables (e.g., the first day of spring, the first day of summer break) and transition
points in people’s life histories (e.g., a relocation, a job change, a birthday). Further, we present
evidence that supports our theoretical account of the psychological mechanism underlying our
effects. Specifically, integrating past research on time perceptions with the theory of selfappraisal, we propose and show that more meaningful landmarks increase people’s intentions to
engage in goal pursuit by magnifying the perceived psychological distance between a person’s
current self and her past, inferior self (Studies 4a and 4b).
Building on previous work showing that people do not treat time as continuous and linear
(e.g., Ancona, Okhuysen, & Perlow, 2001; Fried & Sloick, 2004), we demonstrate that the nonlinear way in which people perceive and experience time as a result of temporal landmarks can
alter their motivation to pursue goals. In particular, our findings highlight the motivating effects
of meaningful temporal landmarks. It is well-documented that people are most motivated to
pursue the causes that they find most meaningful (e.g., Grant, 2012; Cryder, Loewenstein, &
Scheiner, 2013). However, we show that the perceived meaningfulness of a temporal landmark
(e.g., a relocation, a desk move, a birthday) can inspire people to engage in an unrelated cause
(e.g., being on time, quitting smoking).
In this paper, we examine the mechanism underlying people’s increased motivation to
pursue their aspirations following more meaningful temporal landmarks. In doing so, we shed
light on the psychological processes underlying the fresh start effect (Dai et al., in press).
Specifically, our findings help explain why people engage in aspirational behaviors more
frequently following a temporal landmark (e.g., at the beginning of the week, right after a
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holiday) than on an ordinary day (e.g., Wednesday, seven days after a holiday): temporal
landmarks are more meaningful segregators of time than ordinary days.
Notably, in this paper we elucidate just one underlying mechanism for the fresh start
effect and the link between meaningful landmarks and aspirational behaviors. However, there
may be additional mechanisms that help explain why more meaningful landmarks are more
likely to strengthen people’s intentions to pursue their aspirations. In the current research, we
rule out the possibility that routine changes accompanying meaningful landmarks could explain
our findings by holding anticipated routine change constant across our experimental conditions.
Further, our findings cannot be explained by the possibility that opportunities to relax, which can
facilitate goal pursuit by restoring people’s exhausted self-control resources (Tyler & Burns,
2008), tend to accompany more meaningful temporal landmarks. In our experiments, framing
otherwise identical days as more meaningful (e.g., describing the third Thursday in March as the
first day of spring) did not provide any additional opportunities to relax. Yet landmarks imbued
with greater meaning were still associated with increases in people’s motivation to pursue their
aspirations (Studies 2, 3, and 4a). However, routine change and repletion may strengthen the
fresh start effect in many settings, and future research exploring the impact of these additional
mechanisms on the effects described in this manuscript would be valuable.
A number of other potentially interesting avenues for future research are also suggested
by the current studies. For one, future research could explore other types of decisions that may be
influenced by temporal landmarks besides those involving aspirational behaviors. For example, it
is possible that when temporal landmarks segment people from their past imperfections, people
experience a higher degree of self-efficacy and a stronger sense of control over their future, two
outcomes that past research has shown positively contribute to both physical and psychological
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well-being (Magaletta & Oliver, 1999). Future research examining the relationship between
(meaningful) temporal landmarks and individuals’ well-being would be valuable. In addition, our
hypotheses are largely based on past research showing that people tend to view their remote, past
self as inferior to their current self. However, leveraging temporal landmarks to disconnect an
individual from her past self may not always be beneficial. For example, people who achieved
challenging personal goals in the past may feel more motivated when they are “reconnected”
with these successes. Thus, the boundary conditions of our findings are worthy of exploration.
One limitation of the current research is that we do not directly investigate how long
landmark-induced behavior changes last. Survey studies suggest that the motivation inspired in
many by New Year’s Day dissipates quickly: only 64% of New Year’s resolutions continue to be
pursued in February (Norcross et al., 2002). We speculate that self-improvement intentions
produced by other temporal landmarks will also recede fairly quickly, but future research is
needed in order to determine how quickly such motives recede for various landmarks. It would
also be worth investigating whether life events that permanently alter people’s lives (e.g., getting
married, turning 18 and thus no longer being a minor) are more likely to induce sustained
behavior change than shared, repeated calendar markers that are not accompanied by material
changes in routines.
The findings presented in this paper have a number of practical implications for
individuals, managers, and policy makers. Past research suggests that people who have engaged
in repeated goal-incongruent practices can succumb to “what the hell” rationalizations, leading to
vicious cycles of impulsive behavior (Cochran & Tesser, 1996; Scott, Pereira, & Burson, in
press). Our findings demonstrate that temporal landmarks, and especially meaningful landmarks,
can help individuals dismiss their past failures and renew their pursuit of goals. Further, these
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findings may have broader implications for general self-efficacy and performance. Prior work
suggests that people reflect on their past history of success or failure when evaluating their
competence (Bandura, 1997) or their fit with a specific role in a team (DeRue & Morgeson,
2007). A particularly opportune time for team leaders to enhance subordinates’ morale may be
right after milestone events that mark a transition to a new performance cycle (e.g., at the
midpoint or completion of a major project; Gersick, 1988; Morgeson, 2005).
Managers and policy makers who are interested in helping individuals pursue their
aspirations may be able to put the new ideas in this paper to direct use. For example, tools and
interventions designed to encourage aspirational behaviors (e.g., planning prompts, commitment
devices, temptation bundling devices; Milkman, Beshears, Choi, Laibson, & Madrian, 2011;
Schwartz, Mochon, Wyper, Maroba, Patel, & Ariely, 2014; Milkman, Minson & Volpp, 2014)
may be better-received if they are provided following meaningful temporal landmarks (e.g., a
person’s 40th birthday). Further, our research suggests that highlighting the meaningfulness
associated with a temporal landmark or framing an otherwise insignificant landmark in a
meaningful way can be an effective “nudge” technique (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008), capable of
bolstering people’s interest in engaging in goal-directed behaviors.
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Figure 1. Results of Study 1. Individuals forecasted that their motivation to pursue various
aspirations would be higher after an inherently more meaningful temporal landmark.
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Figure 2. Results of Study 2. Framing an otherwise identical date as more meaningful increased
the likelihood that participants chose to receive a reminder about a goal on the landmark date in
question.
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