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EXPECTANCY EFFECTS ON BEHAVIOR DEPEND
ON SELF-REGULATORY THOUGHT

GABRIELE OETTINGEN
New York University

Expectancy effects on behavior depend on whether relevant expectations are acti-
vated and used. When people contrast their fantasies about a positive future with
negative aspects of impeding reality, a necessity to act is experienced that leads to
the activation and use of expectations. When people only fantasize about a positive
future or only ruminate about impeding reality, no necessity to act is experienced
and expectations fail to be activated and used. In two experiments with different
paradigms (a salience procedure and a reinterpretation procedure) and distinct fan-
tasy themes (getting to know an attractive stranger and successfully combining
work and family life), participants mentally contrasted a positive future with imped-
ing reality, fantasized about a positive future, or ruminated about impeding reality.
Expectations of success guided behavioral commitment towards fantasy realiza-
tion only when a positive future was mentally contrasted with impeding reality. The
findings have implications for the emergence of goals and the recent realism versus
optimism debate.

An increasing body of research demonstrates that expectations about
the future predict future behavior (Bandura, 1997; Scheier & Carver,
1992; Seligman, 1991; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Irrespective of whether ex-
pectations are operationalized as efficacy expectations (i.e., whether one
can perform a behavior necessary for a desired outcome, Bandura, 1977),
outcome expectations (i.e., whether a behavior will lead to a desired out-
come, Bandura, 1977), generalized expectations (i.e., whether a particu-
lar outcome will occur, Heckhausen, 1991; Oettingen & Wadden, 1991),
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or as expectations of future outcomes in general (Scheier & Carver,
1987), optimistic expectations promote persistence, effort, and success-
ful performance in life.

In the health domain, for example, expecting a positive future in gen-
eral (measured by the Life Orientation Test, Scheier & Carver, 1987) is as-
sociated with better physical recovery in coronary heart patients
(Scheier & Carver, 1992) and psychological recovery in women suffering
from postpartum depression (Carver & Gaines, 1987). In the achieve-
ment domain, efficacy and outcome expectations regarding future suc-
cess in math predict both willingness to enroll in math courses and final
grades (Lent, Lopez, & Bieschke, 1993). In the interpersonal domain, op-
timistic expectations about finding a romantic partner promote roman-
tic success (Oettingen, 1996).

The behavioral effects of expectations apply not only to expectations
measured directly via people’s judgments of the likelihood of future
events, but also to expectations measured indirectly via people’s opti-
mistic versus pessimistic attributional style (Abramson, Seligman, &
Teasdale, 1978; Seligman, 1991). Optimistic attributional style predicts
lower rates of infectious disease in the following year (Peterson, 1988)
and better health over a period of 35 years (Peterson, Seligman, &
Vaillant, 1988). Attributional style also predicts success of insurance
sales personnel (Seligman & Schulman, 1986) and undergraduate aca-
demic success (Peterson & Barrett, 1987).

In summary, a person who expects that he or she will perform well
does perform well. The positive effects of expectations on performance
are based on cognitive, motivational, and affective processes. For in-
stance, people with high self-efficacy expectations apply analytic strate-
gies more effectively (Wood & Bandura, 1989), adopt more challenging
goals (Bandura & Cervone, 1983) and fewer distal goals (Bandura &
Schunk, 1981), more successfully select and pursue a rewarding career
path (Betz & Hackett, 1983), and show less physiological arousal during
problem-solving tasks (Bandura, Cioffi, Taylor, & Brouillard, 1988) than
people with low self-efficacy expectations.

It is not only these mediational processes that account for the positive
effects of expectations on performance, but also that expectations reflect
past experience. Four principal sources of information are relevant for
appraising one’s expectations: (a) vicarious experiences, (b) verbal per-
suasion, (c) relevant physiological and affective states, and, in particu-
lar, (d) past performances and outcomes (Bandura, 1986, 1997).
Accordingly, expectations that reflect a person’s past behavior addition-
ally strengthen the expectancy-behavior link, because past behavior
predicts future behavior via multiple pathways (e.g., habits or inten-
tions; for summaries see Quellette & Wood, 1998; Triandis, 1980).
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Research on the expectancy-behavior link has focused on demonstrat-
ing the effects of expectations on behavior and specifying mediational
processes. The question of why expectations sometimes fail to exert their
predicted influence on behavior has received less attention. This is sur-
prising considering that the search for moderators of expectancy effects
on cognitive variables has a strong tradition. For example, Stangor and
McMillan (1992) review 54 experiments on the memorability of informa-
tion that is either consistent or inconsistent with expectations, trying to
detect relevant moderator variables.

MODERATORS OF THE EXPECTANCY-BEHAVIOR LINK

Moderators of the expectancy-behavior link can be found in situations
in which the behavior is to be carried out. Situational constraints can ei-
ther limit performance of behavior or curb its expected consequences
(e.g., when a person with whom one expects to discuss research at a con-
ference fails to arrive). Other moderators are associated with the proper-
ties of expectations. Olson, Roese, and Zanna (1996) have recently
pointed out that whether an expectancy is activated and used in relevant
situations depends on its accessibility, which is determined by the fre-
quency and recency of prior activation, and also by the importance of the
expectancy. The property of importance depends on whether the expec-
tancy relates to behaviors or outcomes that serve a person’s motives,
needs, or values. This is in agreement with the assumptions of expec-
tancy-value theorists (Atkinson, 1957; Feather, 1982; Heckhausen, 1991;
Tolman, 1932/1967) who hold that expected outcomes lead to relevant
actions only when they carry high incentive value.

Certainly, the importance of an outcome (i.e., its incentive value or de-
sirability) is a powerful moderator of expectancy effects on behavior, as
observed in experiments with humans (Atkinson, 1974; Kuhl, 1986) and
animals (Tolman, 1932/1967). However, the motivational significance
ofanincentive rests toa large degree on how it is mentally elaborated, as
demonstrated by Walter Mischel (1973; Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez,
1989) in research on delay of gratification. Children can think about an
attractive reward (e.g., pretzel sticks or marshmallows) in terms of “hot”
concepts that focus on the arousing qualities of the reward (i.e., the
crunchy, salty taste and the chewy, sweet taste, respectively) or in terms
of “cool” concepts that focus on the more abstract qualities of the reward
(i.e., thinking of pretzel sticks as long, thin, brown logs and of marshmal-
lows as puffy, round clouds). The more abstract (cool) representations of
the rewards make delay easier than the concrete (hot) represertations,
indicating that a reward can lose motivational significance when re-
flected on in certain ways (e.g., in cool, abstract concepts).
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THREE MODES OF SELF-REGULATORY THOUGHT

Accordingly, ways of thinking about a desired future should affect
whether expectations guide behavior. Oettingen (1996, 1999) has sug-
gested that mentally contrasting a desired future with impeding reality
should turn the desired future into something to be achieved and reality
into something to be changed. Fantasies about the desired future point
out the direction in which to act, contrasted reflections on impeding real-
ity reveal that reality has to be changed. The experienced necessity to act
raises the question of whether reality can be turned into the desired fu-
ture. The answer is provided by a person’s expectations to change reality
into the desired future. Expectations of success should become activated
and used, thus determining commitment to fantasy realization. Com-
mitment should be strong when expectations of success are high, and
weak when expectations are low.

However, when people fantasize about a positive future only, the de-
sired future can be mentally enjoyed in the here and now. No contrasted
reflections on negative reality remind one that the positive future still
has to be realized. A necessity to act is not experienced and thus expecta-
tions of success are not activated and used. Commitment towards fan-
tasy realization solely reflects the positive incentive value of the desired
events imagined in one’s fantasies (pull effect). It should be moderate
and independent of the perceived chances of success (i.e., expectations).
People will try too hard (when expectations of success are low) or not
hard enough (when expectations of success are high).

Finally, people may dwell on the negative aspects of impeding reality.
When reflections on negative reality are not preceded by fantasies about
a positive future, they remain ruminations. As fantasies about the future
do not lead the way, no necessity to act is experienced, and thus expec-
tancies are not activated and used. Commitment to fantasy realization
should be based solely on the negative incentive value linked to negative
aspects of impeding reality (push effect). As with indulging in positive
fantasies about the future, dwelling on the negative reality should result
in a moderate commitment towards fantasy realization. Again, people
will try too hard (when expectations of success are low) or not hard
enough (when expectations of success are high).

RELATED THEORETICAL APPROACHES

Research demonstrates that thinking of future events (Gregory,
Cialdini, & Carpenter, 1982) or behaviors (Anderson, 1983; Taylor &
Schneider, 1989) raises expectations and, in turn, motivation. In the ex-
periments to be reported, all participants are first asked to think of posi-
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tive aspects of a desired future. Only then are the three modes of
self-regulatory thought (i.e., mental contrasting, indulging, and dwell-
ing) induced. The desired future is mentally contrasted with impeding
reality, indulged by ignoring impeding reality, or suppressed by dwell-
ing on negative reality. The three modes of self-regulatory thought
should not differentially affect the level of expectation and the respec-
tive motivation because the fact of thinking about the future is not var-
ied, but how participants go about it is. The differentially experienced
necessity to act towards fantasy realization will vary the link between
expectations and behavioral commitment, whereas the level of expecta-
tion and respective commitment will remain unchanged.

Taylor, Pham, Rivkin, and Armor (1998) analyze the effects of two dif-
ferent mentations on performance: simulations of the implementation of
goal-directed behaviors versus simulation of having attained the goal
(i.e., process simulations versus outcome simulations). They observed
that process simulations are more effective in furthering the attainment
of aset goal (e.g., earning an A or a high grade in a course) than outcome
simulations. The present ideas are similar to those of Taylor et al. (1998)
in that performance effects are seen as a consequence of differential
thinking about an anticipated future. Whereas Taylor et al. (1998) ex-
plore how people best plan the implementation of an already set task or
goal, the present theory focuses on how people turn their free fantasies
into binding goal commitments.

OVERVIEW OF EXPERIMENTS

Two experiments test the impact of the three modes of self-regulatory
thought on the expectancy-behavior link. Both experiments contain
three experimental groups, a fantasy-reality contrast group, a positive
fantasy group, and a negative reality group. In the first experiment, fe-
male college students fantasized about getting to know an attractive
stranger, whereas in the second experiment female doctoral students
fantasized about successfully combining work and family life. As de-
pendent variables, we did not assess actual behavior, but instead par-
ticipants” commitment towards fantasy realization. We did this
because the actual initiation of behavior aimed at fantasy realization
alsodepends on thessituations people face, so that the hypothesized ef-
fects of self-regulatory thought on the expectancy-behavior link
might be concealed. '

Commitment to fantasy realization was assessed by capturing various
features and consequences of commitment. We measured participants’
eagerness to reach the desired future and their willingness to exert effort
(Locke & Latham, 1990; Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). Moreover, we as-
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sessed anticipated disappointment if fantasy realization failed (Dollard
& Miller, 1950). We focused on disappointment instead of depression or
anxiety, because our focus is on goal commitment per se and not on the
differentiation between ideal versus ought goal commitments (Higgins,
1987), or between approach versus avoidance goal commitments
(Carver & Scheier, 1998). Finally, participants’ planning activities in the
form of process simulations were measured (Taylor et al., 1998) because
planning is a consequence of having formed goal commitments
(Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987; Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995).

A critical feature of goal commitment is persistence over time
(Atkinson & Birch, 1970; Heckhausen, 1991; Lewin, 1926). Therefore all
dependent measures were taken 1 week (Experiment 1) or 2 weeks (Ex-
periment 2) after participants’ self-regulatory thought had been manip-
ulated.

EXPERIMENT 1: GETTING TO KNOW AN ATTRACTIVE
PERSON

Getting to know an attractive person qualifies as a powerful incentive.
There is the joy of looking at an attractive person (Langlois & Roggman,
1990), the “beautiful is good” stereotype (Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, &
Longo, 1991), and the comparatively better social skills of attractive peo-
ple (Feingold, 1992). In the present experiment, female college students
were given the (presumed) chance to get to know an attractive young
man whose photograph they saw. Thus a high incentive value, neces-
sary for strong expectancy-behavior relations to occur (Olson et al.,
1996), was set up. Getting to know an attractive person is a complex
event that can be elaborated on easily in one’s fantasies. The uncertain
outcomes of the scenario should further stimulate fantasies. Finally, dif-
fering personal performance histories in getting to know others assure
variance in expectations of success. All this makes the theme of getting to
know an attractive person an ideal topic for examining whether the three
modes of self-regulatory thought (i.e., contrasting, indulging, dwelling)
differentially affect the expectancy-behavior link.

METHOD

Participants. A total of 143 female German university students with a
mean age of 21.1 years (SD = 3.0) participated. We recruited first-year
students assuming that getting to know people is a particularly high in-
centive for students just starting university. Students were separated by
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partitions and tested in groups of six to eight participants. Participation
was rewarded by about $12 American.

Design. There were three experimental conditions: a positive fan-
tasy-negative reality contrast condition, a positive fantasy only condi-
tion, and a negative reality only condition. In a no-fantasy-no-reality
control condition, participants neither elaborated the positive future nor
the negative reality.

Procedure. Students were greeted by a female experimenter who gave
an overview of the procedure, told the participants that their answers
would remain confidential, and stressed that their participation was vol-
untary. Participants were also informed that 1 week after the experiment
they would receive a short follow-up questionnaire.

After participants had given their informed consent, they were guided
to their seats, where they found the experimental materials. To guaran-
tee anonymity, participants were requested to write down a personal
code instead of their names. They were asked to note this code on a busi-
ness card provided by the experimenter, and to keep it until they had
filled out the follow-up questionnaire 1 week later.

The cover story explained that the study was an investigation of day-
dreams and was part of a larger research program on human develop-
ment across the life span. Daydreams were defined as free thoughts and
mental images that unfold effortlessly in the mind’s eye. It was ex-
plained that these thoughts could be about different things, the past or
the future, and that they happen to people of all ages. The experimenter
then said that the most intense daydreams are about interpersonal rela-
tionships and in particular, forming new relationships.

Finally, participants received the following specific instructions:

Thefirst part of the study is about fantasies you have when you see someone
for the first time. We will show you a picture of a person whom you do not
know. Various colleagues helped us by having their photographs taken in
the university’s photo laboratory. Each of you will now receive a portrait of
one of these colleagues. It is in the envelope on the desk in front of you.
Please have a close look at the person in the photo. Take your time! Then
please turn the page.

All participants received the same photograph of an attractive young
man. This photograph was selected as follows: from a catalogue of male
models, 26 female students chose the photographs of 10 young men
whom they considered to be most attractive. Another 10 female students
ranked these 10 photographs (presented in random order) according to
how attractive, sympathetic, and interesting they considered the men to






