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Mood as Resource in Structuring Goal Pursuit

Thinking about one’s future and effectively planning it often requires answering self-evaluative questions. What kind of field of study, job, or relationship am I suitable for? Do I possess the prerequisite skills for doing what I want? What kind of skills do I still need to acquire or improve? These questions may prompt individuals to learn more about themselves and seek diagnostic feedback about their skills and competencies. However, when faced with the possibility of receiving feedback about one’s weaknesses, individuals may experience a motivational conflict (e.g., Trope, 1986). The feedback may be useful for the future-oriented learning goals, but it may also produce negative esteem-related affect (e.g., Higgins, 1987; Weiner, 1986) and disconfirmations of prior self-beliefs (e.g., Swann, 1990). If individuals are motivated to feel good, raise their self-esteem, or validate positive self-beliefs, then strength-focused feedback is more instrumental for achieving these goals than is weakness-focused feedback (see Trope, 1979, 1980; Tope & Neter, 1994). If, however, individuals are more motivated to assess their abilities and obtain useful information that will potentially improve their abilities, then diagnostic, weakness-focused feedback should be their first choice (e.g., Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Trope, 1986; Trope & Neter, 1994).

What is the role of mood regarding the preference of feedback that serves either long-term learning goals or short-term affective goals? There has been extensive research on self-evaluation processes (e.g., Freitas, Salovey, & Liberman, 2001; Trope & Pomerantz, 1998; Trope, Gervey, Bolger, 2003) as well as on mood and its influence on information processing and self-regulation (for an overview, see Martin & Clore, 2001). However, few studies have related these processes (e.g., Trope & Neter, 1994).

Overcoming Short-Term Costs: Mood as a Resource

Positive mood may serve as a resource in that a threshold of positive feelings about oneself has to be reached in order to pursue learning goals in the face of a threat to self-esteem (e.g., Aspinwall, 1998; Aspinwall & Burnhart, 1996; Reed & Aspinwall, 1998; Trope & Neter, 1994; Trope & Pomerantz, 1998). Trope and Neter (1994) demonstrated that positive experiences and positive mood enhanced participants’ interest in weakness-focused feedback compared to strength-focused feedback. The authors discuss these results as evidence that positive affective states serve as resources (i.e., means) for coping with the immediate affective costs of feedback about weaknesses, thus increasing individuals’ interest in valuable information for future improvement. Similarly, Raghunathan and Trope (2002) investigated how positive mood serves as a resource when individuals are confronted with persuasive messages (e.g., an essay on the health consequences of caffeine consumption). As predicted, positive mood enhanced the effect of counter-attitudinal messages on individuals’ memory and attitudes when those messages were relevant to the self (strong caffeine consumers), but less so when the messages were not relevant to the self (modest caffeine consumers). 

These studies on mood as resource suggest that positive mood increases individuals’ interest in information that serves learning goals (e.g., self-assessment and self-improvement). Interestingly, however, this effect of positive mood seems to be more pronounced when information is relevant to the self (cf. Reed & Aspinwall, 1998). It is possible, then, that positive mood may serve as a resource or as a goal, depending on the usefulness of the available means. That is, under positive mood individuals may be particularly sensitive to the usefulness of means for goals. Gervey, Igou, and Trope (in press) provide evidence in support of this claim.  

 If this is true, why is this sensitivity increased under positive mood and how does it change the representation of means-goals relationships?

Positive Mood Influences the Structure of Means-Goal Relationships
Our current reasoning extends the mood-as-resource approach. We propose that positive mood promotes action in accordance with individuals’ primary goals, and this self-regulatory behavior results from characteristic cognitive representations of means-goals relationships under positive mood. These representations can be best described as high-level construals of means-goals relationships (e.g., Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope & Liberman, 2000, 2003; Vallacher & Wegner, 1987, 1989). According to construal level theory (CLT, Trope & Liberman, 2003), in self-regulation high-level construals are abstract mental models that represent actions in terms of features that relate to primary goals of actions, which are defined as central to the meaning of action (e.g., Higgins & Trope, 1990; Kruglanski, 1975). These construals are coherent, well-structured representations, in that they include goal relevant information. In contrast, low-level construals include concrete and goal-irrelevant information.

Why does positive mood promote high-level construals in self-regulation? We propose that positive mood attunes individuals to means-goal relationships (e.g., Kruglanski, Shah, Fishbach, Friedman, Chun, & Sleeth-Keppler, 2002). That is, positive mood increases individuals’ ability to detect the utility of means to serve a goal.  Our proposal is consistent with research on the impact of positive mood on information processing. This research has demonstrated that, due to their greater cognitive flexibility, happy individuals are better able to “see” the relatedness within and between cognitive categories (Isen & Daubman, 1984; Isen, Johnson, Mertz & Robinson, 1985; see also Murray, Sujan, Hirt, & Sujan, 1990; see Ashby, Isen & Turken, 1999 for a neuropsychological explanation; see Isen, 1987, 2004 for overviews). This research also suggests that, based on these processing characteristics, positive mood facilitates the formation of coherent cognitive structures. For example, participants who were asked to choose among six hypothetical cars reached their decisions sooner and reduced information more efficiently when in a positive mood than when in a neutral mood (Isen & Means, 1983). In other words, positive mood increased participants’ ability to distinguish relevant from irrelevant pieces of information. Along the same lines, person perception research has shown that positive mood promotes structured representation of information about others as evidenced by an increase in clustering in recall of such information (Bless, Hamilton, & Mackie, 1992).

In addition to its influence on the organization of knowledge, positive mood has been shown to promote the use of well-structured information in judgments and decisions (e.g., Bless, 2001). For instance, positive mood increases reliance on general knowledge structures such as stereotypes and scripts (e.g., Bless, Clore et al., 1996; Bodenhausen, Kramer, & Süsser, 1994). However, positive mood also increases individuals’ sensitivity to information that is inconsistent with general knowledge structures (e.g., Bless, Schwarz, & Wieland, 1996). In general, these results suggest that positive mood enhances the tendency to relate specific information (e.g., exemplar) to abstract information (e.g., category). This tendency is also reflected in a recent series of studies on mood influences on perception. For example, participants in a positive mood tend to reconstruct visual images and classified figures more in terms of their global (versus local) features than participants in a sad mood (Gasper & Clore, 2002).

Aspinwall (1998) proposed an integrative framework for explaining the influence of positive mood on the perceived and actual progress in goal achievement. As in Martin’s mood-as-input model (e.g., Martin 2001; Martin, Ward, Achee, & Wyer, 1993), Aspinwall assumes that mood serves as information much like other pieces of information (cf. Schwarz & Clore, 1983). Thus, mood informs individuals about their progress toward personal goals. As a second component, Aspinwall refers to processing advantages of positive mood (e.g., Isen, 2004), which increase the understanding of one’s progress towards important goals. In addition, the richer and flexible view of the task context moderates behavior successfully with regard to goal achievement. As a third component, positive mood serves as a resource against negative self-relevant information (e.g., Trope & Pomerantz, 1998). Aspinwall stresses that both processing advantages and mood-as-resource interact such that additional resources through positive mood may increase processing advantages, and that processing advantages may in turn conserve resources.

Our model relates to Aspinwall’s (1998) integrative framework for understanding self-regulation as a function of positive mood. We address in detail how processing characteristics of positive mood influence the structure of goal systems, and how these structures relate to positive mood’s role as resource in self-regulation. In short, we argue that positive mood’s processing characteristics facilitate structured, high-level construals of means-goals relationships and that these representations promote action in line with individuals’ primary goal.

Positive Mood and Interest in Feedback

The implications of this analysis for self-evaluation are straightforward: Individuals ordinarily see learning as the superordinate goal of receiving feedback and feeling good about themselves as a secondary consideration (see e.g., Freitas, Salovey, & Liberman, 2001). If it is true that positive mood promotes high-level construals of self-evaluation situations, then positive mood should increase interest in weakness-focused feedback, compared to strength-focused feedback in order to achieve their learning goal. However, although learning from feedback is often the superordinate goal in self-evaluation situations, sometimes this goal may become secondary to the goal of feeling good about the self. The value of learning from feedback may be relatively low if feedback is not important for the personal attribute in question. Individuals may then prefer strength-focused feedback so that they could at least feel good about themselves. Also, if feedback is not diagnostic of the personal attribute, it is not useful for the assessment and improvement of this quality, and individuals would again prefer strength-focused feedback to weakness-focused feedback. If, as we propose, positive mood increases sensitivity to instrumental means-goals relationships, then positive mood should increase feedback seeking in accordance with the short-term affective goal when feedback is relatively useless with respect to long-term learning goals. Consequently, in these situations positive mood should enhance interest in strength-focused feedback relative to weakness-focused feedback.

As this line of reasoning suggests, the importance and diagnostic value of feedback may change the influence of mood on feedback seeking. However, other contextual features may also determine the influence of mood on feedback seeking. Individuals are often instructed to use the feedback for learning about themselves. But sometimes they may be simply asked to enjoy or feel good about themselves. Under these circumstances, the long-term learning goal may become secondary to an affective goal. Therefore, given a learning goal, positive mood would promote greater interest in weakness-focused feedback, but when given an affective goal, positive mood would promote greater interest in strength-focused feedback.


We (Gervey, Igou, & Trope, in press) recently conducted a series of studies providing evidence for positive mood serving as a resource in these sorts of feedback situations. 
In Study 1, we manipulated the usefulness of feedback about two skills.  After being induced with positive or neutral mood, participants learned that they had filled out the “Preconscious Relations Abilities Scale” (PRAS) earlier in the semester and now had the opportunity to get feedback on their preconscious relations abilities.  The PRAS ostensibly had two components, interpersonal abilities and intrapersonal abilities.  Each participant was told that one of these dimensions was important for the global goal of life satisfaction and the other was unimportant for this goal.  The feedback consisted of five strengths and five weaknesses for each dimension, presented one piece at a time on a computer screen.  Each piece of feedback was preceded by a cue that identified the feedback as either a strength or a weakness.  We recorded the amount of time spent viewing each piece of feedback, as well as participants’ ratings of interest in receiving additional strength and weakness feedback.  Both dependent measures showed the same pattern: For the skill related to the global goal, positive mood participants spent more time reading and expressed more interest in weakness feedback than strength feedback.  For the skill unrelated to the global goal, positive mood participants spent more time reading and expressed more interest in strength feedback than weakness feedback.


Study 2 extended these findings by exploring whether this pattern of preferences could be mediated by the perception of means-goal relationships between the feedback and the relevant goals.  Using a similar procedure to Study 1, participants were told that they had earlier completed a measure of social intelligence for which they could now receive feedback.  We manipulated the diagnosticity of the feedback by suggesting that the measure was either new and its reliability unknown (non-diagnostic condition), or that it was well-established and reliable (diagnostic condition).  Participants indicated (1) their interest in viewing strength and weakness feedback along the six dimensions of social intelligence, (2) their anticipated affect upon receiving such feedback, and (3) the perceived instrumentality of such feedback for self-improvement goals.  In addition to replicating the results of Study 1, this study identified both anticipated affect and perceived instrumentality as partial mediators of the effect of mood on interest in feedback.

In Study 3, we manipulated the participants’ goals by telling each participant to view the study “as an opportunity to improve yourself and gain a more accurate appraisal of where you stand” (learning goal) or to view it “as an opportunity to just feel good about yourself” (affective goal).  Under both positive and neutral mood, participants showed more interest in weakness feedback than strength feedback when they had a learning goal and more interest in strength feedback than weakness feedback when they had an affective goal.  However, this difference was significantly greater under positive mood than neutral mood, suggesting that positive mood may heighten sensitivity to primary goals. 

Taken together, the results of all three studies support the proposal that positive mood promotes cognitive representations of goals and means that resemble high-level construals as described by construal level theory (Trope & Liberman, 2003). We argue that positive mood attunes individuals to means-goals relationships, thus increasing the detection of the utility with which means serve goals. Consequently, positive mood promotes structure in means-goals representations and thus facilitates self-regulation in line with individuals’ primary goals (cf. Aspinwall, 1998). The idea that the influence of positive mood on the detection of the functional relatedness of specific means and goals that are high in the hierarchical goal structure (e.g., Kruglanski et al., 2002) is based, in part, on past research on the impact of positive mood on cognitive organization (e.g., for overviews see Isen, 1987, 2004; Ashby et al., 1999). This idea is also consistent with findings that positive mood enhances individuals’ readiness to relate specific cases to more abstract, global categories (e.g., Murray, et al., 1990; Bless, 2001; Gasper & Clore, 2002).

Earlier research on mood as a resource has shown that positive mood increases participants’ interest in weakness-focused feedback as compared to strength-focused feedback, indicating that participants in a positive mood were more likely to choose a self-evaluation strategy that was more in line with long-term, self-improvement goals than with short-term, affective goals (Raghunatan & Trope, 2002; Trope & Neter, 1994). Our current research goes beyond these findings by examining how mood changes the perceived relationship between means and goals. Positive mood buffers against the short-term affective costs of negative information when it is perceived to be useful for serving long-term, learning goals. However, when the information’s utility is lower for learning goals than for affective goals, positive mood enhances individuals’ interest in information that serves the latter. Therefore, in these cases, positive mood amplifies the anticipated affective costs and benefits. Mood may still be a resource, but it only buffers against anticipated affective costs when negative information is self-relevant. When information is not useful for self-assessment and self-improvement, positive mood may serve as a goal (e.g., Wegener & Petty, 1994; Wegener, Petty, & Smith, 1995; see also Isen, Shalker, Clark, & Karp, 1978).

In conclusion, the present research suggests that mood states play a significant role for individuals’ self-evaluative goals that could either relate to the current self-evaluative situation or to future states. Individuals are often in a motivational conflict between long-term benefits of feedback and feeling good about the self (e.g., Trope, 1986; Trope & Neter, 1994). This research demonstrates that positive mood promotes self-assessment when the feedback has the potential to serve these long-term goals (cf., Trope, Gervey, & Bolger, 2003). However, positive mood promotes short-term affective goals, when they are primary or when feedback does not have the qualities necessary for it to serve long-term self-evaluative goals. Our explanation for positive mood’s influence on feedback seeking is based on the assumption that positive mood sensitizes individuals to the instrumentality of available feedback in relation to self-evaluative goals. Our results indicate that positive affect alone does not reduce avoidance of unpleasant information. Instead, it is essential that the available information be perceived as useful for realistic self-assessment and potential long-term improvement.
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