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IMPLEMENTATION INTENTIONS
AND GOAL ACHIEVEMENT: A
META-ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS
AND PROCESSES

Peter M. Gollwitzer
Paschal Sheeran

Holding a strong goal intention (“‘I intend to reach Z!”’) does not guaran-
tee goal achievement, because people may fail to deal effectively with self-
regulatory problems during goal striving. This review analyzes whether
realization of goal intentions is facilitated by forming an implementation
intention that spells out the when, where, and how of goal striving in
advance (“If situation Y is encountered, then I will initiate goal-directed
behavior X?’). Findings from 94 independent tests showed that imple-
mentation intentions had a positive effect of medium-to-large magnitude
(d = .65) on goal attainment. Implementation intentions were effective in
promoting the initiation of goal striving, the shielding of ongoing goal
pursuit from unwanted influences, disengagement from failing courses of
action, and conservation of capability for future goal striving. There was
also strong support for postulated component processes: Implementation
intention formation both enhanced the accessibility of specified opportu-
nities and automated respective goal-directed responses. Several directions
for future research are outlined.

I. Introduction

Understanding what factors determine whether people succeed or fail in
achieving desired outcomes is a fundamental concern in both basic and
applied psychology. Most theories of motivation and self-regulation con-
verge on the idea that setting a behavioral or outcome goal is the key act of
willing that promotes goal attainment (e.g., Ajzen, 1991; Atkinson, 1957;
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seems to free up cognitive capacity such that other aspects of the focal
striving are not compromised, and even can be enhanced (Brandstitter
et al., 2001).

The third aspect of potential rigidity concerns whether implementation
intention participants refrain from using alternative good opportunities to
act toward the goal by insisting on acting only when the critical situation
specified in the if-part of the implementation intention is encountered. Several
features of if—then plans suggest that such rigid adherence to specified oppor-
tunities is unlikely. Because implementation intentions respect the activation
and strength of participants’ superordinate goal intentions, participants who
have formed if-then plans should still be sensitive to the issue of identifying
good opportunities to act. Moreover, because action control by implementa-
tion intentions is efficient and conserves self-regulatory capability, if-then
planners should be in a good position to effectively process information about
alternative opportunities, and to seize those opportunities judged suitable for
execution of behavior. In sum, implementation intentions do not seem to
engender rigid self-regulation in terms of mechanistic situational control,
performance trade-offs, or neglecting suitable alternative opportunities to
move toward the goal.

Finally, there may be a further fourth issue related to rigidity, this one
having to do with how people deal with having acted on a faulty if-then
plan. We do not know yet what happens when people recognize that they
have formed an if-then plan that failed to lead to goal attainment (or even
produced negative outcomes). Do people stubbornly adhere to the faulty
if-then plan, or readily modify the if- and then-components of that plan, or
do they even completely refrain from forming if~then plans? Also one
wonders how the explicitness of the failure feedback and the strength of
the respective goal intention affect whether people will adhere to or modify
the plan, or stay away from planning altogether. ‘

5. Future Research on If-Then Plans

Although 94 independent tests of implementation intention effects on goal
achievement were examined in this chapter, further research is warranted to
exploit the benefits of implementation intentions in facilitating goal attain-
ment and to enhance understanding of this mode of action control. Findings
from 52 and 21 studies, respectively, showed that implementation inten-
tions facilitated initiation of goal striving and effectively shielded ongoing
goal pursuits from unwanted influences. However, there were fewer studies
that addressed self-regulatory problems in disengaging from futile goal
striving and conserving capability for future goal striving. Even considering
the 21 tests to do with the problem of getting derailed, additional studies
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would help to corroborate the efficacy of if-then plans in dealing with the
various aspects of the respective self-regulatory tasks (i.e., suppressing un-
wanted responses, blocking detrimental self-states, and blocking adverse
contextual influences). _

The same reasoning applies to research in different goal domains and
using different samples. Most studies to date used laboratory tasks, and
there have been relatively few applications to consumer, environmental,
antiracist, and prosocial behaviors. Similarly, the 23 tests in relation to
health goals predominantly concerned the initiation of health-protective
behaviors (e.g., exercise, cancer screening). However, health-risk behaviors,
such as smoking, excess alcohol consumption, and poor diet, are major
contributors to mortality and morbidity in Western societies (Belloc, 1973;
Breslow & Enstrom, 1980). How well implementation intentions can help
people to assiduously avoid these actions constitutes an important avenue
for future investigation. Previous studies also mainly used undergraduate
samples, and although sample type did not generally moderate implementa-
tion intention effects, further tests among more representative groups would
enhance the generality of the present analysis. The finding that people with
chronic problems in action control (e.g., schizophrenics) were especially
likely to benefit from implementation intention formation is encouraging
and provides grounds for further rigorous tests of if-then planning inter-
ventions among other clinical samples (e.g., ADHD children, depressed
individuals). More generally, although the present meta-analysis shows that
implementation intentions are effective in enabling people to translate their
“good” intentions into action, the review also reveals considerable scope
for further tests in relation to long-standing self-regulatory problems (e.g.,
control of pain or stress), under-researched samples (e.g., people with physical
iliness), and new domains of application (e.g., educational, organizational,
and clinical settings). In whatever context people’s goal intentions are found
to fall short of their goal achievement, applied psychologists might do well
to consider deploying if-then plans to promote effective self-regulation of
goal striving.

There is also room for further theoretical integration of the concept of
implementation intentions with theories of motivation (e.g., Bandura, 1997) .
and willpower (e.g., Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999). For instance, with respect to
motivation, future studies may want to explore whether implementation
intentions can be used to elevate self-efficacy beliefs (e.g., “And if I run into
problems with any of my homework, then I will tell myself ‘I can do it!” 7).
With respect to willpower, implementation intentions can be used to turn off
the hot system and activate the cool system when self-control is needed. For
example, a person who wants to cope better with unpleasant social encoun-
ters could use implementation intentions to reduce feelings of frustration
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and anger (e.g., “And if I run into an obnoxious person, then I will try to
understand this person as if I was a therapist!”). What distinguishes this
approach from past research on implementation intentions is the fact that
the then-component of the if-then plan does not specify one particular goal-
directed response, but rather focuses on changing motivation-relevant beliefs
and/or self-regulatory systems that can ultimately facilitate the performance
of multiple and various goal-directed responses.

The present review obtained strong support for the component processes
postulated to underlie implementation intention effects. Implementa-
tion intentions showed large effects on processes to do with heightened
activation of the critical situation (accessibility, detection, discrimination,
attention, memory) and automation of the goal-directed response (immedia-
cy, efficiency, redundancy of intent). However, it would be valuable to con-
duct mediation analyses to explore whether these processes are indeed
responsible for the positive effects of implementation intention formation
on rates of goal achievement. One study that conducted this type of analysis
measured the accessibility of situational cues specified in participants’ if-then
plans in a lexical decision task and subsequently measured rates of goal
attainment (Aarts et al., 1999). Findings indicated that cue accessibility
mediated the impact of implementation intention formation on goal comp-
letion. Recently, Webb and Sheeran (2005¢) extended this paradigm to in-
vestigate the mediational role of both cue accessibility and the strength of
cue-response links forged by if-then planning. In one experiment, partici-
pants had the goal intention to collect a coupon from a specified location as
part of a series of laboratory tasks. A subset of participants also formed
an implementation intention that specified the location for collecting the
coupon in the if-component and the action of coupon collection in the then-
component. Subsequently, an ostensibly unrelated lexical decision task had to
be performed that assessed the accessibility of the critical cues (location
words) and the accessibility of the target behavior when subliminally primed
by the critical cues (i.e., the word “collect” preceded by location words).
Findings indicated that implementation intention formation increased the rate
of coupon collection (goal achievement) as well as the accessibility of both
location cues and location-primed target behavior (i.e., the strength of the link
between the if- and then-components of the plan). Most important, implemen-
tation intention effects on goal attainment were mediated by cue accessibility as
well as the strength of respective cue-response links. These findings are
consistent with the postulated theoretical mechanisms. Further tests are needed
to explore the mediational role of the other hypothesized processes (e.g.,
immediacy, efficiency, and redundancy of conscious intent), however.

Moderators of implementation intention effects also warrant investigation.
There are two aspects to moderation here. First, individual differences could
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either enhance or reduce the impact of implementation intentions on goal
achievement. Individuals with personal attributes that make regulating their
pbehavior more difficult, for instance, might especially benefit from implemen-
tation intention formation. Thus, people who score highly on measures of
procrastination, distractability, or self-defensiveness may show higher rates
of goal attainment when they form if~then plans compared to people who
obtain low scores on these measures. On the other hand, individuals who
spontaneously form implementation intentions may garner less advantage
from inductions designed to prompt plan formation. Individual differences in
conscientiousness, planfulness, or need for cognition could predict spontane-
ous if-then planning. It is also possible that individual difference variables
could be identified that render if-then planning counterproductive. For
instance, people who are poor at reality monitoring could form plans that
are antithetical to effective goal striving. Similarly, people who set too much
store by adherence to plans (e.g., perfectionist individuals) may be prone to
self-evaluative ruminations that undermine the effective operation of their
plans. Thus, standard individual difference variables could have an impor-
tant influence on whether and how well implementation intentions are
formed and how much of an effect they have on goal achievement.

If one conceives of personality in terms of “intra-individually stable,
if. . .then. . ., situation-behavior relations” (Mischel & Shoda, 1995, p. 248),
the question of how personality and if-then planning work together in the
self-regulation of goal striving may get even more interesting. Let us assume
that a person has the goal to reduce aggression in relating to others, and
he also knows about his respective situation—behavior profile (i.e., he knows
what kind of social situations elicit aggressive responses in him and which
social situations allow him to stay calm and collected). Given this goal and
knowledge, the person can now tailor his implementation intentions to
those critical situations specifying any of the following goal-directed
responses: ““...then I will not get aggressive!” or *“...then I will stay calm
and collected!” or “...then I will ignore this situation!” Thus, it seems
possible that people could maximize the self-regulatory benefits of forming
implementation intentions by taking into account their unique chronic
if-then (situation-behavior) profiles and specify implementation intentions
exactly where they are needed. Exploring interactions between chronic
and strategic situation-behavior links constitutes a promising direction for
future studies. :

The second aspect of moderation concerns degree of plan formation and
refers both to the activation level of the if- and then-components of the plan
and to the strength of the mental link between the if-component and the
then-component of the plan. These features of implementation intentions are
responsible for the enhanced identification of specified contextual cues and
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automated action control in the presence of these cues, thus determining
how well if-then plans facilitate goal attainment. The implication of varia-
tions in degree of plan formation is that procedures that enhance the
activation level of critical cues or the strength of cue-response associations
should thereby increase the impact of implementation intentions on goal
striving and goal completion. To date, only a small number of studies have
tested this aspect of moderation. For instance, Gollwitzer et al. (2004a)
manipulated the strength of participants’ commitment to their implementation
intentions presuming to thereby strengthen cue-response links. Findings from
a cued recall paradigm showed that the high commitment group had superior
memory for selected opportunities compared to the low commitment group.
Similarly, Milne and Sheeran (2002c) manipulated cognitive rehearsal by hav-
ing some participants concentrate on the cue-response link during plan forma-
tion; participants wrote down their plan to visit a particular website twice, and
were instructed to concentrate on the link between the situation and action
when they were writing the plan the second time. Another implementation
intention group also wrote down their plan twice, but were instructed to take
the second write-up of the plan with them and put it in a prominent place at
home as a reminder. Findings indicated that participants who rehearsed the
cue-response link were more likely to act on their plans compared to both
participants who wrote their implementation intention on a reminder note and
a control group who did not form implementation intentions (rates of visiting
the Web site were 87%, 40%, and 20%, respectively).

Future studies should examine the effectiveness of strategies to aid encod-
ing of if-then plans (e.g., different types of cognitive rehearsal, surprise recall
tasks or plan reminders) and strategies to increase commitment to these
plans (e.g., inducing anticipated regret about not following one’s plan or
making one’s commitment public) in order to ensure that opportunities are
highly accessible and opportunity—action links are strong. Some individuals
are likely to be more in need of such strategies than others because people
differ in their ability to generate strong if-then links when asked to form
implementation intentions (Gollwitzer, Grant, & Oettingen, 2004b). But
even if people’s original if-then links are weak, it seems possible to strength-
en these links by having people act repeatedly on their implementation
intentions. Research by Orbell and Verplanken (2005) observed that when-
ever participants performed repeated actions (e.g., flossing one’s teeth). on
the basis of an implementation intention, they reported experiencing features
of habitual action control (e.g., I do it without thinking, I start doing it
before I realize I'm doing it, I do it automatically, I do it without having to
think consciously, It would require effort not to do it, ...) more so than
participants who performed the repeated action on the basis of a mere goal
intention. Further research along these lines would be valuable in order to
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ensure that implementation intentions are as effective as possible in facilitat-
ing the realization of goal intentions for particular people.

V. Conclusions

Goal intentions are not always successfully translated into behavior because
merely making a commitment to attain a goal does not necessarily prepare
people for dealing effectively with self-regulatory problems in goal striving.
This chapter tested the idea that goal striving could benefit from a second act
of willing—the formation of if-then plans—that focuses on the enactment of
goal intentions. A meta-analysis of 94 studies showed that forming an
implementation intention makes an important difference to whether or not
people achieve their goals. This finding was robust across variations in study
design, outcome measurement, and domains of goal attainment. Moreover,
if-then planning facilitated goal striving no matter what self-regulatory
problem was at hand. Medium-to-large effects were obtained in relation to
initiating goal striving, shielding goals from unwanted influences, disen-
gaging from failing goals, and preserving self-regulatory capability for future
goal striving. There was also strong support for the if-then component
processes. People who form implementation intentions are in a good posi-
tion to recognize opportunities to act and respond to these opportunities
swiftly and effortlessly. Thus, this chapter shows that the concept of imple-
mentation intentions is valuable both in understanding the processes of goal
attainment and in providing a self-regulatory strategy to help people reach
their goals. Notwithstanding the self-regulatory benefits of implementation
intentions demonstrated here, there is considerable scope for further re-
search to exploit the potential of if-then planning and to understand how
implementation intentions can best be deployed to facilitate intention reali-
zation. Such research would seem to be a worthwhile goal pursuit for both
basic and applied psychologists.
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Appendix I

EXAMPLES OF POSSIBLE IMPLEMENTATION INTENTIONS
GEARED AT RESOLVING THE FOUR PROBLEMS OF
GOAL STRIVING

1. Failing to get started

a.

Remembering to act

To achieve the goal intention of sending a birthday card on time:
And if I walk by the institute’s mail box, then I will drop in my card!
Seizing opportunities

To achieve the goal intention of complaining about poor service:
And if I see the manager walk into the restaurant, then I will go over
to him and complain about the poor service!

Overcoming initial reluctance

To achieve the goal intention of completing course work on time:
And if it is Saturday morning at 10 a.m., then I will sit down at my
computer and make an outline for my essay!

2. Getting derailed

a.

Suppressing unwanted attention responses
To achieve the goal intention of behaving calmly in the face of scary
spider pictures: And if I see a spider, then I will ignore it!

. Suppressing unwanted behavioral responses

To achieve the goal intention of behaving calmly in the wake of
being insulted: And if I feel my anger rise, then I will tell myself to
stay calm and not aggress back!

Blocking detrimental self-states

To block the negative influence of ego-depletion on solving difficult
anagrams: And if I have solved one anagram, then I will immediately
move onto the next one!

Blocking adverse contextual influences

To block the negative influence of loss framing on negotiation out-
comes when having to share an attractive’cormnodity (e.g., a fictitious
island in the Lake of Constance): And if I receive a proposal on how to
share the island, then I will offer a cooperative counterproposal!
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3. Not calling a halt
To prevent escalation of commitment to a certain strategy of
performing a general knowledge test: And if I receive disappointing
feedback, then I will switch to a different strategy!

4. Overextending oneself

To prevent the emergence of ego-depletion in the wake of controlling one’s
emotions, such as not laughing at amusing cartoons: And if an amusing
scene is presented, then I will tell myself “these are just stupid, silly jokes!”
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