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CHAPTER 6

Fantasies and Mativationally Intelligent
Goal Setting

GABRIELE OETTINGEN
ELIZABETH J. STEPHENS

'|' he self-help industry would have us believe that to “think positive” is
the single most effective means of getting what we want. And though
empirical research does consistently find that optimistic beliefs foster moti-
vation and successful performance (Bandura, 1997; Heckhausen, 1991;
Seligman, 1991; Taylor & Brown, 1988), recent research reveals that alter-
nate forms of positively thinking about the future (e.g., positive fantasies;
Oettingen & Mayer, 2002; wishful thinking and other avoidant coping
styles; Lengua & Sandler, 1996, Holahan & Moos, 1986) are less ben-
eficial for effortful action, performance, and well-being. Although at first
glance it seems contradictory that optimistic beliefs and positive thoughts
should lead to such disparate motivational outcomes, whether one men-
tally indulges in a desired future (i.e., has positive fantasies about a desired
future) or actually judges a desired future as within reach (i.e., has positive
expectations about a desired future; Oettingen & Mayer, 2002) has very
different implications for effortful action and successful performance.
Oettingen and Mayer (2002) distinguish between two ways of think-
ing about the future: expectations and fantasies. Expectations are judg-
ments of how likely it is that certain events or behaviors will occur in the
future (Bandura, 1977; Mischel, 1973; review by Olson, Roese, & Zanna,
1996). Based on experiences in the past, and thus on a person’s perfor-
mance history, expectations specify the probability of whether an event
will actually happen or not. These expectancy judgments are conceptual-
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ized as self-efficacy expectations (i.e., whether one can perform a certain
behavior in its relative context; Bandura, 1997), as outcome expectations
(i.e., whether performing the behavior will produce the desired outcome;
Bandura, 1997), as general expectations (i.e., whether a certain event will
occur; Heckhausen, 1991; Oettingen & Wadden, 1991), or as generalized
expectations (i.e., whether the future in general will be positive or nega-
tive; Scheier & Carver, 1992). Conversely, free fantasies are future events
or behaviors that appear in the mind (Klinger, 1990; Singer, 1966), inde-
pendent of whether it is likely or unlikely that they will occur. For exam-
ple, despite perceiving the chances of competing in the Olympics to be low,
a competitive swimmer can indulge in positive fantasies about receiving a
gold medal at the next Olympic Games.

Moreover, the two ways of thinking about the future have differ-
ent predictive values with regards to effortful action and performance.
As expectations judge the likelihood of future outcomes by applying past
facts to future events (Bandura, 1977, 1997; Mischel, 1973), these types
of beliefs prove a valid base for strong behavioral investment and indeed
are powerful predictors of future behavior (e.g., Bandura, 1978). In con-
trast, as positive fantasies embellish future events regardless of past per-
formance and probability of future occurrences (Klinger, 1990; Singer,
1966), these types of thoughts fail to serve as a solid basis for acting. Fur-
thermore, by seducing one to indulge in images of a desired and smoothly
attained future these types of thoughts should yield little effort to achieve
the desired future.

Several studies examining the predictive power of thinking about the
future attest to the different motivating functions of expectations versus
fantasies (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002). In one example, women who were
obese enrolled in a weight reduction program with positive expectations
about losing weight (e.g., “It is likely that I will lose weight”) lost on aver-
age 26 pounds more than those with negative expectations (e.g., “It is
unlikely that I will lose weight”). However, participants with positive fan-
tasies (e.g., those who imagined easily resisting the temptation of a leftover
box of doughnuts in the lunch room) lost on average 24 pounds fewer than
participants with negative fantasies (e.g., those who imagined having a hard
time resisting a leftover box of doughnuts in the lunch room; Oettingen &
Wadden, 1991). In another example, participants with high expectations
of success about finding a well-suited job after college graduation received
more job offers and enjoyed higher salaries over the course of 2 years than
those reporting more negative expectations of success. However, partici-
pants with positive fantasies about finding a well-suited job after college
graduation were less successful in their job search over 2 years, sending
out fewer applications, receiving fewer job offers, and ultimately earning
less money than those with more negative fantasies (Oettingen & Mayer,
2002, Study 1). Other similar studies focusing on thoughts about enter-
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ing a romantic relationship (e.g., starting a relationship with a secretly
admired individual; Oettingen & Mayer, 2002, Study 2), achieving aca-
demic success (e.g., performing well on a midterm exam; Oettingen &
Mayer, 2002, Study 3), and recovering from hip replacement surgery (e.g.,
increasing range of hip joint motion, walking on stairs, general recovery;
Oettingen & Mayer, 2002, Study 4) provide further evidence that positive
expectations predict high effort and performance, whereas positive fanta-
sies predict low effort and performance.

If, as shown in the abovementioned studies, fantasies are problematic
for effort and action, the question thus becomes what can be done with
these thoughts to make them fruitful for effort and action? One possibility
would be to question the unrestricted enjoyment of the desired outcome
and its smooth attainment, for example, by considering present factors that
potentially hinder attainment of the desired outcome (e.g., a wish about
one day getting an A in Biochemistry is juxtaposed with a current lack of
effective study skills). Because fantasizing alone about desired outcomes
conceals the necessity to act, pairing these thoughts with thoughts about
the present reality that stands in the way of fantasy realization could reveal
an existing discrepancy between the present and desired future, that is, to
achieve what one wants, one needs to make changes in the here and now.
Moreover, grounding such thoughts in aspects of the present, impeding
reality should facilitate the activation of judgments about whether or not
one could actually reach the desired outcome. In other words, juxtaposing
fantasies about a desired future with aspects of the present reality should
prompt individuals to consider their expectations of reaching a desired
outcome that in turn prove critical for effort and action.

As mentioned previously, expectations judge the likelihood of future
outcomes by applying past facts to future events (Bandura, 1977, 1997;
Mischel, 1973). Theories of motivation contend that beliefs guide action,
that is, perceiving a future state or behavior as feasible (i.e., having high
expectations) and desirable (i.e., high incentive) motivates individuals
to act toward realizing that future (Bandura, 1997; summary by Heck-
hausen, 1991). However, although expectancy and incentive are the two
main determinants of goal-directed behavior, these beliefs do not guaran-
tee action. Certainly we have all had wishes (e.g., meeting a deadline) that
were feasible (e.g., 6 months writing period for a 30-page chapter, expe-
rience writing successful chapters in the past) and desirable (e.g., happy
editors, opportunity to highlight your recent work), yet we nevertheless
failed to take the necessary action to realize those wishes. Therefore, for
expectations to guide action they need to first become activated, yet how
is this accomplished? To illustrate this notion we want to briefly consider
some findings from animal psychology.

Edward C. Tolman (1925), a neo-behaviorist working with Mus nor-
vegicus albinus, proposed that animals acquire expectations (i.e., “cog-
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nitive-like map”; Tolman, 1948) about the layout of a maze as a function
of running through it. Tolman (1948) suggested that rats’ expectations
of the maze served to determine “what responses, if any, the animal will
finally release” (p. 191). However, what he found was that only the rats
with the motivation to search (i.e., they had to be hungry) were the ones
who utilized their expectations (i.e., activated cognitive maps) to maneuver
through the maze to find available food (i.e., incentive). That is, rats only
then demonstrated that they had been building a cognitive map “once they
were motivated to do so” (i.e., there was food at the end of the maze; Tol-
man, 1948, p. 193). What Tolman’s findings therefore show is that unless
expectations become activated, these seeds of behavior remain dormant,
and that in rats, to activate expectations, and thus behavior, some type of
incentive (e.g., food) is inherently necessary.

Yet are the factors, as described by Tolman, sufficient to activate
human expectations and thus influence behavior? Desirability and feasibil-
ity, as mentioned before, play a role, but what more is necessary to activate
our expectations (i.e., cognitive maps) and thus prompt us to act toward
a coveted future? A recent model of fantasy realization (Oettingen, 2000;
Oettingen, Pak, & Schnetter, 2001) proposes specific thought processes
(e.g., self-regulatory strategy of mental contrasting; Oettingen, 2000) that
serve to turn free fantasies about a desired future into binding goals. Spe-
cifically, the model assumes that mentally contrasting aspects of the future
and reality activates expectations about attaining a desired future that
in turn leads to persistent goal striving and effective goal attainment in
the case of high expectations. This chapter focuses on this self-regulatory
strategy (i.e., mental contrasting of future and reality) that people can use
to help them commit to goals of realizing a desired future based on the
perceived likelihood (i.e., based on expectations), in addition to two other
self-regulatory strategies, indulging in aspects of the future and dwelling
on aspects of the present reality, which make people form commitment to
goals irrespective of expectations. This chapter begins by examining these
strategies in detail, describing their effects and scope, then presents cur-
rent research showing motivational and cognitive mechanisms of the three
self-regulatory strategies. Finally, the last section of the chapter introduces
translational research establishing how interventions that teach people
how to use these strategies as a metacognitive tool can affect and improve
their personal and professional lives.

Three Strategies of Fantasy Realization

Fantasy realization theory (Oettingen, 1999, 2000) elucidates three routes
to goal setting that result from how people elaborate their fantasies about
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desired futures. One route leads to expectancy-based goal commitment,
whereas the other two routes lead to goal commitment independent of
expectations. This section describes these three self-regulatory strategies
of fantasy realization, one in particular that helps people translate their
expectations into appropriate goal-directed behavior.

Mental Contrasting

The expectancy-based route to goal commitment rests on mentally con-
trasting fantasies about a desired future with aspects of the present real-
ity. When people use the self-regulatory strategy of mental contrasting
(Oettingen, 1999), they first imagine a desired future (e.g., improving in
academic or professional performance) and then reflect on the respective
negative reality (e.g., having little time or being distracted). The conjoint
elaboration of the positive future and the negative reality makes future and
reality simultaneously accessible (Kawada, 2004) and activates the rela-
tional construct (Higgins & Chaires, 1980) of the negative reality standing
in the way of realizing the desired future, thereby emphasizing a necessity
to change the present reality to achieve the desired future. This necessity
to act should activate relevant expectations of success, which then informs
goal commitment. When perceived feasibility is high, people strongly
commit to attaining the goal of changing the status quo and realizing the
desired future; when perceived feasibility is low, people form weak goal
commitment or none at all.

Indulging and Dwelling

The second route to goal commitment originates from solely fantasizing
about a positive future. Such indulging in thoughts about the positive
future seduces a person to mentally enjoy the future in the here and now
because there are no reflections on the present reality that would point
to the fact that the positive future is not yet realized. Thus, a necessity to
act is not induced and expectations of success are not activated and used.
Commitment toward fantasy realization solely reflects the individual’s
prior determination to attain the desired future. It should be independent
of the perceived chances of success (i.e., expectations of success). As a con-
sequence, people will try too hard when underlying expectations of success
are low and not try hard enough when underlying expectations of success
are high.

| The third route to goal commitment is based on merely reflecting on
the negative reality. Dwelling on the negative reality produces continual
ruminations, as no fantasies about a positive future designate the direction
to act. Hence, a necessity to act is not induced, and expectations are not
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activated and used. Commitment toward fantasy realization solely reflects
the individual’s prior determination to attain the desired future. Similar to
indulging, commitment should be independent of the perceived chances of
success (i.e., expectations of success).

Numerous studies show that mental contrasting turns free fantasws
into binding goals by activating expectations, thus influencing subsequent
goal commitment and goal-directed behavior (e.g., Oettingen, 2000; Oet-
tingen et al., 2001). In one study (Oettingen et al., 2001, Study 4), fresh-
men in a vocational school for computer programming reported their
expectations for excelling in math, a critical subject within their school,
and then had to either engage in mental contrasting, indulging, or dwell-
ing regarding math achievement. Teacher-rated study efforts and course
grades, assessed 2 weeks after the experiment, showed that participants
with high expectations in the mental contrasting group invested more
effort and attained better grades than all other participants, whereas, in
the indulging and dwelling groups, participants showed commitment inde-
pendent of participants’ perceived chances of success. The same pattern of
results occurred in a study with 12-year-old middle school students where
the desired future pertained to excelling in learning a foreign language
(Oettingen, Honig, & Gollwitzer, 2000, Study 1), in students wishing to
solve an interpersonal problem (Oettingen et al., 2001, Studies 1 and 3),
and in students being offered the opportunity to get to know an attractive
stranger (Oettingen, 2000, Study 1).

Furthermore, two recent studies show that the range of mental con-
trasting effects extends from desired futures to which people readily commit
(e.g., achievement-, interpersonal-, leisure/hobby-related desired futures),
up to those that people are hesitant to commit to (e.g., offering and request-
ing help). After first establishing that people are indeed more hesitant to
commit to goals that require help giving and help seeking, it was found that
mental contrasting with high expectations helped pediatric nurses com-
mit to goals of improving communication with patients’ relatives, a critical
help-giving job demand, as well as helped students commit to goals of ask-
ing comparatively unapproachable individuals for their assistance.

It is important to note that the outcomes of mental contrasting do not
occur as a result of a change in expectations or incentive value, but rather
as a result of the mode of self-regulatory thought, aligning commitment
with expectations (Oettingen et al., 2001). Furthermore, it is important
to mention here that the effects of mental contrasting are dependent upon
the ensuing perception of the present standing in the way of the future.
When engaging in mental contrasting, individuals first elaborate a desired
future, establishing the positive future as their reference point and only
thereafter elaborate aspects of the present reality, thereby perceiving the
negative aspects as obstacles standing in the way of attaining the future.
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Reversing this order (i.e., reverse mental contrasting), by first elaborating
the negative reality followed by elaboration of the desired future, thwarts
construal of the present standing in the way of the future and thus fails to
elicit goal commitment congruent with expectations of success (Oettingen,
et al., 2001, Study 3).

Summary

Thus far, evidence was presented that mental contrasting enables people to
commit to their desired futures in line with their expectations of attaining
the desired future, and that mental contrasting is effective in promoting
commitment to goals that are initially hard to commit to. The cumula-
tive results of these studies attest to the power of mental contrasting as a
self-regulatory strategy to turn free fantasies into binding goals by facili-
tating the activation and transformation of high expectations into strong
commitment and low expectations into weak or no commitment. Recent
research extends these findings by uncovering the motivational and cog-
nitive processes behind mental contrasting, essentially the mechanisms
underlying how mental contrasting effectively translates beliefs into goal
commitment and effective goal pursuit.

Mechanisms of Mental Contrasting

Previous research examining the thought processes of mental contrast-
ing, indulging, and dwelling focused predominantly on the outcomes of
the three self-regulatory strategies (i.e., expectation-dependent versus
expectation-independent goal commitment; e.g., Oettingen et al., 2001).
Still absent from the overall picture though was how mental contrasting
influences expectation-congruent goal commitment and thus fosters effec-
tive goal pursuit. The next several studies present the underlying motiva-
tional and cognitive processes responsible for these effects and provide
neural data substantiating and extending the theoretical principles.

Energization

Locke and Latham (2002) identified feelings of energization as paramount
to promoting goal-directed behavior. They contended that commitment
to realizing a desired future has an “energizing function” (i.e., activity
incitement; Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996), for example, desired futures
that prove more challenging to achieve (e.g., a seasoned marathon runner
who sets her sights on beating a personal best time) give rise to greater
effort than less challenging desired futures (e.g., a seasoned marathon




























































