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Goal Commitment Mediates the Relationship between Expected
Positive Consequences of Goal Attainment and Effort

Nikola Fabiny, Ladislav Lovas

Pavol Jozef Safarik University in Kosice, Slovak Republic

Expected positive consequences are predictors of effort expenditure in goal pursuit (Sheldon &
Elliot, 1999). However, there are indications that this relationship is moderated (Locke &
Latham, 1990) or mediated by commitment. A sample of 388 university students was adminis-
trated questionnaires in order to measure goal commitment, effort and positive expected goal
attainment consequences. The results suggest that goal commitment is not a moderator of the
relationship between positive expected goal attainment consequences and exerted effort but
rather mediates the relationship. The findings outline that expected consequences in terms of
cost-benefit analysis as another type of expectations are associated with effort, too.
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Introduction

Thinking about the future can influence deci-
sions about future behavior (Oettingen et al.,
2009; Austin & Vancouver, 1996). Previous re-
search on future thoughts has mainly been fo-
cused on expectancy judgments. According to
expectancy-value theories, these judgments are
predictors of intention formation and the pro-
cess of goal attainment, including effort expen-
diture (Liberman & Forster, 2012; Oettingen &
Mayer, 2002; Bandura, 1997). In the area of goal
pursuing, future oriented expectancies consist
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of the anticipation of goal attainment as well as
judgments of the consequences of goal attain-
ment (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002; Fontaine &
Dodge, 2006; Crick & Dodge, 1994). This raises
the question if the expected consequences of
goal attainment itself are related to effort ex-
penditure. As such, it has been hypothesized
that expected positive consequences are pre-
dictors of effort expenditure (Sheldon & Elliot,
1999).

An important issue is whether the relation-
ship between the expected consequences of
goal attainment and effort expenditure is di-
rect or if this relationship is influenced (modi-
fied) by other variables. It is known that com-
mitment plays an important role in the rela-
tionship between goals and effort. According
to Locke and Latham (1990), the relationship
between a goal and exerted effort is strongest
if people are committed to their goals. It elicits
the question whether goal commitment also
has an important role in the relationship be-
tween the expected consequences of goal at-
tainment and exerted effort. Locke and Latham
(1990) have noted that commitment is a mod-
erator in the relationship between goals and
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goal attainment, as well as exerted effort. It
indicates the differences between people with
low and high levels of commitment in this re-
lationship. Therefore, it is possible to consider
that commitment could also be a moderator in
the relationship between positive expectations
and effort. Alternatively, commitment could be
an intervening variable in the relationship be-
tween expected consequences and effort. Ac-
cording to several authors, commitment can
vary in the process of goal pursuit, and the
expectations related to goal attainment belong
to the antecedents of commitment as well
(Fishbach & Finkelstein, 2012; Klein et al.,
1999). In this relationship between commitment
and effort, it seems that stronger commitment
is a condition for an increase in effort. Hence,
a hypothesis was constructed where commit-
ment was an interface in the relationship be-
tween expected positive consequences and
effort. Our current aim was to confirm this as-
sumption as a model in which commitment is a
mediator in the relationship between positive
expectations related to goal attainment and
effort expenditure.

Goal Expectations

According to several psychological theories,
the anticipation of future events is an impor-
tant part in the direction of future activities
(Oettingen & Mayer, 2002; Austin & Vancouver,
1996). The estimation of subjective probability
as a judgment about whether a specific out-
come is likely to occur has been the most com-
mon approach (Locke & Latham, 2002). How-
ever, thinking about goal attainment has a more
complex character. Part of it is anticipation of
emotions, which can be elicited by a certain
behavior or event. Baumgartner et al. (2008) have
called them anticipated emotions. Strathman et
al. (1994) have proposed a more widely defined
construct called the Consideration of Future
Consequences (CFC) and a scale for its assess-
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ment. Anticipated consequences play an impor-
tant role also in social-cognitive information
processing models in the sphere of aggressive
behavior (Fontaine & Dodge, 2006; Crick &
Dodge, 1994).

It is apparent that the anticipation of future
behavior consequences is also related to goal
pursuit (Beyth-Marom et al., 1993). Goal attain-
ment consequences can be characterized as a
kind of “cost benefit analysis” (comparison of
positive to negative consequences ratio). It is
supposed that positive expected consequences
have a motivational effect and thus stimulate a
behavior whereas expected negative conse-
quences inhibit a behavior or result in avoid-
ance (e.g., Rutter & Hine, 2005; Archer et al.,
2010; Lovaset al., 2011). The terms positive and
negative consequences are similar to the terms
positive and negative feedback (Fishbach &
Finkelstein, 2012) and expected positive conse-
quences are similar to the term of expected re-
wards. Rewards are usually studied in the con-
text of their motivational effect on one’s subse-
quent performance.

Hence, in the field of goal pursuit it can be
supposed that the expectation of positive con-
sequences fosters activities leading to goal at-
tainment. In contrast, the expectation of largely
negative consequences inhibits the goal di-
rected behavior. The representation of goal at-
tainment is associated with the anticipated posi-
tive consequences, whereas the representation
of failure in attaining a goal is associated with
negative anticipated consequences (e.g.,
Huang, in Pekrun etal., 2014).

Commitment

According to the Goal Setting Theory the re-
lationship of goal — behavior (performance) is
strongest when people are committed to their
goal (Locke & Latham, 2002). As Locke et al.
(1988) have mentioned, commitment is an es-
sential condition of goal attainment because
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when there is no commitment, a goal cannot
have a motivational effect. Goal attainment has
widely been defined as one’s determination to
attain a goal (Locke & Latham, 1990). Commit-
ment can also be defined as “a volitional psy-
chological bond reflecting dedication to and
responsibility for a particular target” (Klein et
al., 2012, p. 137).

Commitment has a crucial influence on goal
pursuit and is considered a prerequisite for
its successful attainment (Oettingen et al., in
Burkley et al., 2013). This is because individu-
als with a high level of commitment expend more
effort on goal attainment, possess a greater ex-
tent of persistence and are thus more likely to
accomplish the goal than persons with a lower
level of commitment (Fishbach & Dhar; Klinger,
in Burkleyet al., 2013).

In the context of the role of commitment in
the relationship between thinking about the
future and effort expenditure, the question about
its antecedents is important. Klein et al. (1999)
used an expectancy theory framework to iden-
tify the determinants of goal commitment. As
the most proximal antecedents of goal commit-
ment they analyzed the attractiveness of goal
attainment and the expectancy of goal attain-
ment. The relationship of these variables to
motivation has been empirically confirmed sev-
eral times (Klein etal., 1999; Hollenbeck & Klein,
1987; Lockeet al., 1981).

The identification of the antecedents of goal
commitment is associated with its flexibility. This
is done through possible changes in the attrac-
tiveness of goal attainment and the expectancy
of goal attainment while pursuing a goal. This
allows us to think about goal commitment as a
mediator in the relationship between expected
positive consequences and effort expenditure.
Based on this, the aim of the presented research
is to confirm the role of commitment as a mod-
erator, as well as a mediator in the relationship
between expected positive consequences and
effort expenditure.

Method

The research sample consisted of 388 univer-
sity students (140 men and 247 women, one
participant did not enter their gender, M=21.01
years, SD = 1.58). The participants were stu-
dents from three universities in Kosice (Pavol
Jozef Safarik University, the Technical Univer-
sity and The University of Veterinary Medicine
and Pharmacy). The statistical analyses (with
the exception of the confirmatory factor analy-
sis) were conducted in SPSS 21 using Process
Macro (Hayes, 2013) and included correlations
(Pearson’s coefficient), moderation and media-
tion analysis.

The questionnaire contained a description of
the goal chosen by researchers (successful
graduation) to which all the items of the scales
were related. Based on the connection between
goal attainment representation and the positive
anticipated consequences (Huang, in Pekrun
et al., 2014), only positive consequences were
assessed regarding goal successful attainment.

The original “Expected Positive Conse-
quences of Academic Goal Attainment scale”
consists of 12 items inspired by measuring the
expected consequences in aggression research
(e.g., Archer et al., 2010, e.g., “People closest to
me would appreciate it.””) and by conducting
interviews with 20 university students (e.g., “1
would be rewarded by someone (school, par-
ents).”). The participants were asked to rate the
probability of each of the 12 items (1 = very
unlikely, 6 = very likely; Cronbach’s alpha = .84).
The scale forms 3 factors according to the ex-
ploratory factor analysis — Positive evaluation
by others, Positive self-esteem and Objective
benefits (Fabiny & Lovas, 2017). The scale in-
cluding the items’ affinity to the factors is in the
Appendix.

As a type of validity testing, a confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using
SPSS Amos 21. Based on previous reliability
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and factor analysis (Fabiny & Lovas, 2017), one
item was deleted from the scale. In spite of the
three factors shown by the exploratory factor
analysis, the CFA confirmed the suitability of
only one factor for subsequent analysis. Fac-
tor 1 “Positive evaluation by others” consists
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of 5 (originally 6) items and explained 19% of
variance (the most of all the factors) as well as
being reliable (o= .82). The CFA tested whether
all the items loaded on the factor. As presented
in Table 1 and Figure 1, the model showed an
acceptable fit, supporting the internal validity

Table 1 Model fit coefficients for CFA of the scale Positive evaluation by others

Coefficient Value
CMIN/DF 4.05
RMR .03
SRMR .03
GFI .98
AGFI 94
CFI .98
PRATIO 40
PNFI .39
PCFI .39
NCP 12.18
RMSEA .09
PCLOSE .06
AIC 38.18

.39

Positive
evaluation
by others

Note: Variables in the rectangles are numbers of items in the scale; standardized regression

weights are displayed

Figure 1 CFA of the first factor of the Expected Positive Consequences of Academic Goal

Attainment scale
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of the scale (¥* = 16.18, df = 4) even though it
was significant (p =.003).

Goal commitment was measured by the KUT
(Klein Unidimensional Target-free measure)
scale (Klein et al., 2014) and consists of four
items (“How committed are you to this target?;
To what extent do you care about this target?;
How dedicated are you to this target?; To what
extent have you chosen to be committed to this
target?”’). The statements were rated on a
6-point scale (1 =not at all, 6 = completely; o=
.80).

Effort was rated on a 6-point scale (1 = not
much, 6 =a lot; a=.91). The three items which
represent effort have been adopted from
Nelissen et al. (2011) and their scale concerning
body weight. It has been modified for the present
study to measure effort in general (“How much
effort do you make to achieve your target
(weight)?; To what extent do you do your best
to attain your target (weight)?; How much en-
ergy do you spend achieving your target
(weight)?”).

Note: In the research, more scales concern-
ing goal characteristics were administrated but
for the current study these three are consid-
ered the most important.

Results

Firstly, we focused on the relationships
among the three measured variables. Table 2

displays the correlations between the first fac-
tor of the expected positive consequences of
academic goal attainment, goal commitment and
effort, which were all significant.

According to Locke and Latham (2006), we
tested a moderation model. The moderation
model is significant (B=.11; SE =.05; 95%CI
[.01; .21]; p=.04) and the determination coeffi-
cient changed after adding the interaction into
the equation only by 1% (R’ change=.01). The
effect size /= .01 is, according to Cohen (1988),
weak. Thus, it seems that goal commitment
moderates the relationship between the ex-
pected positive consequences of academic goal
attainment (1% factor) and effort even though
the moderation effect is weak. The unstan-
dardized coefficients B were B =.20 for commit-
ment and B = -.47 for the first factor of the ex-
pected positive consequences of academic goal
attainment. Figure 2 depicts the interaction
(slopes).

Following the correlation analyses and test-
ing of the moderation model, the proposed me-
diation model was tested. Figure 3 supplemented
by Table 3 illustrates the full mediation of com-
mitment in the relationship between the expected
positive consequences of academic goal attain-
ment (1* factor) and effort, i.e. the significance
of the indirect effect mediated by commitment
in contrast to the insignificant direct effect (B =
-.02, SE=.06, 95%ClI[-.14;.09], p = .68) of the
first factor of the expected positive conse-

Table 2 Correlations between expected positive consequences of academic goal attain-
ment (1* factor), goal commitment and exerted effort

Consequences .
I factor Commitment Effort
Consequences Ty 1
1™ factor Sig.
. Tyy 37

Commitment Sig. 0001 1

Ty 21 .62
Effort Sig. 0001 0001 !
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* A Commitment
* * A /Average
Y o e o e o+ Low (-1SD)
. « .. 2 High (+1SD)

Effort

-3

-3 -2 -1 0

Consequences 1% factor

Figure 2 Moderating effect of commitment in the prediction of effort by expected positive
consequences of academic goal attainment

Table 3 Indirect effect on effort
Indirect effect Estimate (SE) 95% CI
.32 (.05) [.23; .42]

Sobel’s test Z= 6.95; p <.0001

Commitment
42[.32; 53] 75 [.65; .85]
Consequences 1%
> Effort
factor -.02 [-.14; .09]

Figure 3 Mediating effect of commitment in the prediction of effort by expected positive conse-
quences of academic goal attainment
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quences of academic goal attainment on effort.
The 95% CI for the direct effect including .0
supports the non-significance of the direct ef-
fect, whereas the 95% CI for the indirect effect
missing value .0 confirms that the indirect ef-
fect is significant. This suggests that the more
positive consequences of (academic) goal at-
tainment are expected, the more effort will be
exerted because people are more committed to
goals related to positive expectancies. The ef-
fect size analysis revealed a strong mediation
effect (Cohen’s f*=.56; R*, = .05; R’ = .39).

Discussion

The results of this study support the role of
goal commitment in the relationship between
expected consequences of goal attainment and
exerted effort. Goal commitment both moderated
(in accordance with the findings of Locke and
Latham, 2006) and mediated (consistent with
Klein et al., 1999 findings about commitment’s
antecedents) this relationship.

A full mediation was demonstrated, i.e. the
non-significant direct effect of expected conse-
quences of goal attainment on effort and a sig-
nificant indirect effect via commitment. This is
also consistent with the correlation analysis
where all the correlations were significant. How-
ever, the relationship between expected conse-
quences and effort was very weak in contrast
to the relationships with commitment, which had
higher correlation coefficient values. The Sobel
test showed that the indirect effect of expected
consequences on effort through commitment
was significant, which could be partly attrib-
uted to the large sample size. According to
Cohen (1988), £ is the effect size attributable to
the addition of the mediator variable to the model
meaning that the effect of the mediator in the
study was large.

The present findings both support the hy-
potheses about the role of commitment and
confirm the role of expectancies in the domain

of goals. While commitment and effort are vari-
ables typically studied in goal research, the ex-
pected consequences (of goal attainment) have
not been studied much in this context. Expected
consequences are a part of goal choice. Thus,
the choice of a goal — an integral part of the
decision-making process with its supposed ef-
fect on goal pursuit—brings a different point of
view to the initial motivation in goal directed
behavior. As explained above, expectations (in
terms of subjective probability) have a relation-
ship to effort exerted on a goal attainment
(Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). The study suggests
that expected consequences, operationalized
above (in terms of cost-benefit analysis) as an-
other type of expectation, are associated with
effort, too.

We are aware of the limitations of the present
study concerning several issues. Even though
the research sample was relatively large (n =
388 participants), it consisted of only univer-
sity students. This makes the opportunity to
generalize the findings rather complicated. On
the other hand, there is no evidence for study-
ing the topic on a specific population, since the
knowledge in the field is considered general and
research is carried out on a “normal” (non-spe-
cific) population of which students are a repre-
sentative example. We should also mention the
disadvantages of self-report questionnaires,
one of which is the goal given by the research-
ers instead of an idiographic approach.

The limitation of self-reports could be elimi-
nated by arranging an experimental design, i.e.
manipulation with an independent variable, i.e.
expected consequences of goal attainment in
the present study. We suggest several other
perspectives for future research. In the hypoth-
esized model we did not consider the possibil-
ity of the simultaneous operation of two types
of goal pursuit related expectancies — expected
emotions (e.g., Perugini & Bagozzi, 2004) and
expected consequences. There is evidence that
these two variables could operate in parallel in
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goal pursuits. Furthermore, in the current re-
search we only considered positive expected
consequences as being relevant in goal suc-
cessful attainment (consistent with Huang, in
Pekrun et al., 2014) but there is a call which needs
to be verified. Is goal attainment only associ-
ated with positive anticipated consequences?
What is the role of negative anticipated conse-
quences in goal attainment?

The term goal attainment itself brings other
points worth thinking about. Firstly, we tend to
approach goal attainment as a synonym of goal
pursuit and use it alternatively. We have stud-
ied the anticipated consequences regarding the
representation of goal attainment as a result.
However, a question arises whether the antici-
pated consequences related to goal pursuit as
a process could also be distinguished. The hy-
pothesis of temporal change of expected con-
sequences in the process of goal pursuit could
bebased on findings of e.g., Carrera et al. (2012),
who describe differences in intensity as well as
polarity of anticipated emotions concerning dif-
ferent stages of the process (of risk alcohol
consumption). Secondly, while we focused on
goal attainment, a representation of failure in
goal attainment itself could be an object of re-
search interest.

Conclusion

The first factor Positive evaluation by others
oftheoriginal Expected Positive Consequences
of Academic Goal Attainment scale predicts an
effort indirectlythrough goal commitment. The
results show that the more positive conse-
quences of goal attainmentare expected, themore
people are committed tothat goaland, in turn, the
more effortthey exert toachieve the goal.
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Appendix

The English translation of the Expected Positive Consequences of Academic Goal Attain-
ment scale (originally administrated in Slovak language)

Factor 1: Positive evaluation by others
1. My surroundings would appreciate it.

2. I'would get credit from people close to me, classmates.

4. People closest to me would appreciate it.

6. I would be satisfied that I have achieved something.
8. I would be satisfied that I have done something, got through it.*

9. I would be proud of myself.

Appendix continues
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Appendix continued

Factor 2: Positive self-esteem

7.1 would improve my position compared to others.

10. I would be rewarded by someone (school, parents).

11. My self-esteem would improve.

12. 1 would be rewarded for that by myself (I would afford something to myself).

Factor 3: Objective benefits
3. It would improve my general knowledge in the field.
5. I'would be better prepared for my future work life (career).

*Note: Based on reliability (item) analysis item No. 8 was deleted from the original 12 item
scale.



