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Goals are one of the most ubiquitous drivers of behavior. Despite the wealth of research on goal pursuit, less
is known about how individuals organize their goal pursuit in the first place. This manuscript represents one
of the first studies to provide insight into quantitative goal organization, proposing that the unit/numerical
value in which a goal is described influences goal pursuit organization. Specifying a superordinate goal in
units with larger numbers (e.g., studying for an examination for 120 min per week), rather than with smaller
numbers (2 hr per week), leads to a goal pursuit structure that consists of more, but smaller subgoals. We also
find that units with larger compared to smaller numbers tend to have a positive effect on goal motivation
(i.e., more likely to start the goal earlier and to finish it). Finally, this positive effect on goal motivation is
attenuated when consumers focus is on the number of subgoals left (rather than completed) while pursuing
the overarching goal. We believe that changing units may be an easy-to-implement nudge for anyone (e.g.,
marketers, managers, public policymakers, behavioral therapists) who wants to increase the likelihood that
individuals use a particular goal pursuit structure.
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Goals are one of the most ubiquitous drivers of
behavior: A consumer decides to save $150 per
month, a runner pursues a goal of running 5 km
per week, and an employee may work on a project
for 12 hr per month. Because goals have such a cen-
tral place in people’s lives, it is not surprising that
much research has been dedicated to understanding
the mechanics of goal pursuit (e.g., Fishbach &
Dhar, 2005; Heath, Larrick, & Wu, 1999; Kopetz,
Kruglanski, Arens, Etkin, & Johnson, 2012; Kruglan-
ski et al., 2002; Locke, 1982). While there is a
wealth of such research, less is known about how
individuals organize their goal pursuit in the first
place. For example, to pursue a goal of studying
5 hr a week, a student can decide to complete this
goal in one stretch or restructure it into smaller sub-
goals (e.g., one 2-hr block and one 3-hr block; one
3-hr block and three 1-hr blocks).

The present work seeks to better understand the
determinants of goal organization by focusing on
quantitative goals, which are goals that are speci-
fied with a number symbol expressed in a

measurement unit. Drawing from prior work in
numerical cognition (e.g., Bonato, Fabbri, Umilt�a, &
Zorzi, 2007; Ni & Zhou, 2005; Siegler, Fazio, Bailey,
& Zhou, 2013) and unit effects (e.g., Bagchi &
Davis, 2016), we propose that the unit in which a
goal is framed (e.g., hours vs. minutes) impacts the
number of subgoals consumers set (e.g., one goal
vs. a few subgoals vs. many subgoals). For exam-
ple, normatively speaking, specifying a studying
goal as 5 hr or 300 min should not affect how this
goal is pursued. Nevertheless, we find that specify-
ing a goal in units with larger (vs. smaller) numbers
increases the number of subgoals with which peo-
ple pursue the overall goal. That is, people will
plan to study more times per week when the goal
is framed as 300 min rather than 5 hr per week. We
also predict that the effect of unit larger vs. smaller
numbers on the organization of quantitative goals
may have positive implications in consumers’ goal
pursuit motivation. For example, we anticipate that
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consumers start goal pursuit earlier or they are
more likely to complete a goal. In addition, we sug-
gest that these positive effects on goal motivation
are attenuated when consumers focus on the num-
ber of subgoals left (rather than completed) to finish
the overarching goal. Finally, we suggest that the
effect of unit type on goal organization may be dri-
ven by how smaller numbers (e.g., 5) appear to
provide less opportunity to be divided in many
parts than larger numbers (e.g., 300). As a result,
people are less likely to consider many subgoals
when a goal happens to be presented in units with
smaller numbers than when it is specified with lar-
ger numbers.

This work offers three important contributions.
First, while previous research on goals has primar-
ily examined how goal pursuit structure (e.g., num-
ber of subgoals) influences various goal
dimensions, such as commitment, pursuit, and
motivation, we instead focus on how people orga-
nize goals before initiating their pursuit (pre-action
phase; Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987). We demon-
strate that a seemingly irrelevant numerical feature
affects the frequency with which people engage in
goal-related activities, which in turn influences goal
pursuit outcomes. Second, this research is one of
the first to connect the rich literature on goal pur-
suit (e.g., Kopetz et al., 2012), numerical cognition
(e.g., Siegler et al., 2013) and unit effects (e.g., Bag-
chi & Davis, 2016) by demonstrating how numeri-
cal cognition may drive goal pursuit organization.
This investigation is particularly pertinent because
although many goals are specified numerically, lit-
tle research has investigated the impact of numeri-
cal features (but see Pope & Simonsohn, 2011).
Finally, we provide a novel, easy-to-implement
nudge (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) for managers or
public policymakers who want to subtly encourage
individuals to use a particular goal pursuit struc-
ture.

Theoretical Background

Understanding the factors that determine the choice of
a particular goal pursuit structure is crucial for several
reasons. First, because completing a goal might not be
feasible all at once, in many situations people autono-
mously organize their goal pursuit. For instance, deci-
sions about losing weight, reducing time on social
media or studying for an examination involve tasks for
which consumers will need to organize their superor-
dinate goal in smaller and more manageable subgoals
(Borrelli & Mermelstein, 1994; Heath et al., 1999).

Second, whether goals are pursued through no, few or
many subgoals has diverse implications for motiva-
tion, persistence and goal completion (Amir &
Ariely, 2008; Fishbach, Dhar, & Zhang, 2006; Huang,
Jin, & Zhang, 2017; Soman & Shi, 2003; Van Den
Bergh, Heuvinck, Schellekens, & Vermeir, 2016). For
example, breaking up a superordinate goal into sub-
goals may signify progression and lead to greater com-
mitment to complete the goal. In other situations,
however, subgoals may interfere with goal completion
because they may breed a sense of self-congratulation
(Amir & Ariely, 2008; Fishbach et al., 2006).

The Influence of Units with Smaller vs. Larger Numbers
on Goal Organization

Many goals are represented in a symbolic quanti-
tative format (i.e., expressed using Arabic numer-
als). Quantitative information consists of two
components: a number symbol (e.g., 5) and a unit
(e.g., hours). Prior work suggests that specifying
quantitative information in alternative units influ-
ences individuals’ decisions in various ways (for a
summary: Adaval, 2013; Bagchi & Davis, 2016).
Particularly relevant is prior research suggesting
that people usually focus more on the numerical
symbol and less on the units (i.e., more on 300 vs. 5
rather than minutes vs. hours). For instance, Pande-
laere, Briers, and Lembregts (2011) found that attri-
bute differences appeared larger when the same
information was presented in units with larger
numbers (i.e., the difference between two products’
warranties of 72 months vs. 84 months was per-
ceived to be bigger than the difference between a 6-
year vs. 7-year warranty). Wertenbroch, Soman and
Chattopadhyay (2007) suggested that, in the context
of financial transactions, consumers assess their
purchasing power by focusing more on the nominal
difference between the price of a product and their
budget. Thus, they found that a high numerosity
currency yields to a higher perceived purchasing
power than a low numerosity currency (i.e., higher
perceived purchasing power in Dollars vs. Euros
because 1 Dollar = 0.89 Euros).

The decision to organize a superordinate goal in
several subgoals involves dividing a number, namely,
the quantitative goal (e.g., 5-hr vs. 300-min task),
into a number of smaller parts or subgoals. We
expect that in this context people will adopt a simi-
lar focus on the number component, leading con-
sumers to organize goals described in units with
larger (vs. smaller) numbers into more (less) sub-
goals. This prediction is based on prior work, sug-
gesting that people tend to think more in terms of
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natural numbers compared to decimal numbers.
For instance, people execute numerical calculations
using natural number rules: They are faster to give
the correct response to the statement “1/3 is smal-
ler than 2/3” than “1/5 is larger than 1/9” because
the former is consistent with a natural number rule
(i.e., “larger number = larger magnitude”; Bonato
et al., 2007; Obersteiner, Van Dooren, Van Hoof, &
Verschaffel, 2013). In more recent work, Roell, Viar-
ouge, Houd�e, and Borst (2019) found that people
overgeneralize the natural number rule of “more
number symbols = larger magnitude” such that it
interferes with the comparison of the magnitude of
the two decimal numbers (e.g., 0.8 vs. 0.543), that
is, when the smaller one had the greatest number
of digits after the decimal point (also see DeWolf &
Vosniadou, 2015; Ni & Zhou, 2005; Vamvakoussi,
Van Dooren, & Verschaffel, 2012; Vamvakoussi &
Vosniadou, 2010).

If people have a natural tendency to think more
in terms of natural (vs. decimal) numbers, then a
goal associated with a smaller number (e.g., 2)
might naturally be perceived to offer less opportu-
nity to be divided into many smaller subgoals than
a goal associated with a larger number (e.g., 120):
The number 2 may be more likely to be thought of
as a combination of two parts or subgoals (e.g.,
1 + 1) but less likely as a combination of five (e.g.,
0.25 + 0.25 + 1 + 0.25 + 0.25), since the second
combination involves decimals. In contrast, even if
one considers only natural numbers, a higher num-
ber such as 120 can still be quite easily thought as a
combination of two parts or subgoals (e.g., 60 + 60)
as well as five (e.g., 5 + 5 + 100 + 5 + 5 or
25 + 25 + 25 + 25 + 20).

In sum, we predict that the likelihood that one
divides a goal specified in units with larger numbers
(e.g., 120-min task) in many smaller parts is higher
compared to units with smaller numbers (e.g., 2-hr
task). This effect might occur because the perceived
opportunity to divide a superordinate goal including
numbers of lower (vs. higher) magnitudes into smal-
ler parts or subgoals is lower (vs. higher). Next, we
elaborate on how the choice of a goal structure with
more vs. less subgoals due to a unit with higher vs.
lower numbers may impact goal motivation.

Consequence of Using Units with Smaller Versus
Larger Numbers in Goal Motivation

The choice of a particular goal structure usually
occurs before initiating goal pursuit (preaction
phase; Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987). In this con-
text, we suggest that organizing a goal with more

vs. less subgoals due to its specification using units
with large vs. small numbers will tend to have a
positive effect on goal motivation. Evidence for this
claim comes from work suggesting the advantages
of subgoals in completing a superordinate goal
(e.g., Gal & McShane, 2012; Huang et al., 2017;
Soman & Shi, 2003). For instance, when initiating a
goal, research suggests that individuals perceive
goal structures containing more rather than less
subgoals as more manageable, promoting goal initi-
ation and perseverance (Heath et al., 1999). Huang
et al. (2017) also found that goal structures contain-
ing more subgoals enhance goal attainability and
motivation when goal attainability is individuals’
main concern (usually at the beginning of goal pur-
suit, for similar findings: Huang & Zhang, 2011). In
a different line of work, Zhang and Gao (2016)
studied two reward acquisition programs: piece-
meal and lump-sum. Their findings suggest that
piecemeal procedures, which contain more subtasks
or smaller rewards rather than an overarching lar-
ger reward, are more motivating because they fos-
ter a sense of achievement. Similarly, goal
structures containing more rather than fewer sub-
goals are likely to increase participants’ perceptions
of goal advancement because the number of sub-
goals completed and the speed with which they are
completed are higher and therefore increase their
motivation (Huang & Zhang, 2011). Aligned with
this argument, Gal and McShane (2012) showed
that closing smaller debt accounts predicted debt
elimination, or in other words, completing subgoals
fostered goal success.

Although prior work suggests a positive effect of
specifying a goal in units with larger vs. smaller
numbers on goal motivation due to the usage of
goal structures containing more subgoals in the
context of goal initiation, there might be instances
in which this positive outcome might not emerge.
We predict one instance where the effect might be
attenuated: if individuals’ attention during goal pur-
suit is directed to the number of remaining sub-
goals to be completed. This might occur because,
according to the small-area hypothesis (Koo & Fish-
bach, 2012), individuals’ motivation to pursue a
goal is higher when their attention is directed to the
smaller size of their remaining progress. In other
words, more remaining subgoals may signal that
more work or tasks are left, such as 10 remaining
subgoals might be seen as more work left than 2
remaining subgoals, and thus, it may attenuate
motivation.

In summary, we propose that the choice for a
specific goal structure is influenced by the unit in
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which the goal is described. Specifying a goal with
a unit including larger (smaller) numbers will
increase (decrease) the number of subgoals with
which people pursue the overall goal. We suggest
that this effect might occur because people perceive
numbers of low (vs. high) magnitude to offer a
lower (vs. higher) opportunity to be divided into
smaller parts (i.e., subgoals). Finally, we propose
that this effect has a positive consequence on goal
motivation, and we suggest that this positive effect
might be attenuated if consumers focus on the
number of remaining subgoals while pursuing the
overarching goal.

Study Overview

We report four studies in the current manuscript
(and two additional studies in the Appendix S1) to
test our hypotheses (see Figure 1 for an overview).
Study 1 is a preregistered study providing support
for the contention that goals specified in units with
larger vs. smaller numbers lead to goal pursuit
structures with more vs. fewer subgoals across a
wide array of domains. Study 2 replicates the unit
effect in an actual goal pursuit context. This study
also finds preliminary evidence of a positive effect
of units with larger (vs. smaller) numbers on goal
motivation. Study 3 further documents how chang-
ing units may have positive downstream effects on
motivation. The study also tests participants’ focus
during their goal pursuit as a boundary condition.
In addition, it shows the mediating role of the per-
ceived opportunity to divide a number (quantitative
goal) on the effect of unit type on the number of
subgoals with which people pursue the overall
goal. Finally, the main goal of Study 4 is to show
the effect of type of unit on goal organization and
motivation in a field experiment. Specifically, it
shows that when participants (students) planned
their study time for an examination, they were
more likely to spread their study over more days
and they were more eager to start studying when
the study time was described using a unit with lar-
ger (120 min) compared to lower (2 hr) numbers.

Study 1

The goal of Study 1 is twofold. First, to find support
for the contention that equivalent goals specified in
units with smaller vs. larger numbers lead to goal
pursuit structures with fewer vs. more subgoals
across a wide array of domains and types of numbers

(e.g., more vs. less round, even vs. odd) in a preregis-
tered study. For this study, we preregistered all mea-
sures, predictions, exclusion criteria, and analyses
(https://aspredicted.org/zs6zy.pdf). In addition, we
controlled for attainability perceptions of the overar-
ching subgoals since a goal expressed in a unit with
larger numbers (e.g., 120 min) could lead people to
infer that it is more difficult to attain than when it is
specified in a unit with smaller numbers (e.g., 2 hr).

Method

We recruited participants from Amazon’s Mechani-
cal Turk (MTurk). As indicated in our preregistration
form, we aimed for 200 participants. After all preregis-
tered exclusions, our final sample comprised 199 par-
ticipants (mean age = 34 years old, 85 females). The
study had a mixed experimental design, with unit
type (numbers: small vs. large) as the between-subjects
factor and scenario (7) as the within-subjects factor.
The scenarios involved teaching (3 hr vs. 180 min a
week), limiting television watching (2 hr vs. 120 min),
volunteering for a charity (6 hr vs. 360 min), running
(10 km vs. 10,000 m), carrying items to the cellar

Table 1
Mean Number of (sub)Goals per Scenario as a Function of (Number)
Unit Type (not Preregistered): Study 1

Scenarios
(N = 199)

Mean number of
(sub)goals (SD) Test statistic

3-hr teaching
180 min

2.19 (1.28)
3.22 (1.58)

b = �0.39,
Wald = 19.18,
p < .001

2 hr less TV
watching

120 min

3.35 (2.10)
3.94 (1.93)

b = �0.16,
Wald = 4.68, p = .03

6-hr charity
work

360 min

2.88 (1.64)
3.72 (1.88)

b = �0.26,
Wald = 10.61,
p = .001

10 kilometers
running

10 000 meters

4.44 (1.78)
4.65 (1.59)

b = �0.05,
Wald = 0.46, p = .50

12 kilograms
carrying

12,000 g

2.94 (1.82)
3.44 (1.93)

b = �0.16,
Wald = 3.90, p = .05

8-hr work
assignment

480 min

3.60 (1.71)
4.00 (1.60)

b = �0.11,
Wald = 2.14, p = .14

2 kilocalories
reduction

2,000 calories

3.43 (2.00)
4.53 (1.71)

b = �0.28,
Wald = 14.89,
p < .001

Note. Results controlling for attainability perceptions (per scenar-
io) are similar.
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(12 kg vs. 12,000 g), working on an assignment (8 hr
vs. 480 min), and burning calories (2 kilocalories vs.
2,000 calories). Please see the Appendix S1 for full
details. For each scenario, the participants imagined
having a particular goal (e.g., working on an assign-
ment for 8 hr vs. 480 min), and they were asked to
decide how they would like to complete it (1—all at
once, 7 = split into seven subgoals). Order of stimuli
presentation was determined randomly.

At the end of the survey, the participants were
asked to rate the perceived goal attainability of
each scenario separately on the following three
items on a 9-point scale (adapted from Huang
et al., 2017): (1) To what extent do you think that
you would be able to complete the entire task; (2)
Would it be difficult for you to complete the entire
task (reverse scored); and (3) Would it be attainable
for you to complete the entire task (1-not at all; 9-
very much)? For the analyses, these items were
averaged into one composite score of attainability
(average a = 0.61).

Results and Discussion

Number of Subgoals

Because our dependent variable can be consid-
ered count data, we conducted Poisson regressions
(also in the following studies; Cameron &
Trivedi, 1998). Although Poisson regressions are the
standard analysis for count data, we also replicated
the effect of unit type on number of subgoals using
t tests and negative binomial regressions as recently
suggested by Ryan, Evers, & Moore, 2018; see
Appendix S1). A multilevel model accounted for
the repeated-measures nature of the data. We
regressed number of subgoals on unit type (dummy
variable; 0 = small numbers; 1 = large numbers). A
(preregistered) multilevel Poisson regression with
unit type as the between-subjects factor and

scenario as the within-subjects factor shows that
across all scenarios, specifying quantitative goals in
units with larger numbers leads to choosing goal
structures with more subgoals than when using
units with smaller numbers (b = �0.19, Wald
v2(N = 199) = 19.15, p < .001, non-preregistered
analyses per scenario, see Table 1; for figures with
the mean number of (sub)goals per scenario, see
Appendix S1). These results replicate when control-
ling for goal attainability perceptions (b = �0.18,
Wald v2(N = 199) = 18.82, p < .001).

Discussion

This preregistered study provides the first evi-
dence that specifying a quantitative goal in units
with larger numbers, relative to units with smaller
numbers, leads to choosing goal structures with
more subgoals. Notably, the effect seems robust
while controlling for goal attainability perceptions.

Study 2

Study 2 has four main objectives. First, we aim to
replicate the unit effect on goal organization in an
actual goal pursuit context. Second, to provide ini-
tial evidence for the claim that expressing a goal
in units with larger rather than smaller numbers
has a positive effect on participants’ goal motiva-
tion. Third, it is possible that the results of Study
1 could be influenced by whether a unit is consid-
ered to be the default (Lembregts & Pande-
laere, 2013). To reduce this possibility, we keep
(un)familiarity with the unit constant across condi-
tions. Finally, we again wanted to show that the
proposed effect is robust while controlling for per-
ceived goal attainability. To do so, in this study
we explicitly manipulate goal attainability (instead
of measuring it). We expected the effect of unit

perceived opportunity to be divided 

quantitative goal
in unit with

larger vs. smaller
number

goal pursuit 
organization

number of (sub)goals

s3

s1-s4 s2 – s3 – s4
goal motivation

s3

focus
completed vs. remaining 

subgoals

s3

Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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type on number subgoals holds independently of
goal attainability perceptions.

Method

We recruited 301 MTurk participants
(Mage = 35 years, 168 women). The experiment
had a 2 (unit numbers: smaller vs. larger) 9 2 (goal
attainability: control vs. higher) between-subjects
design. The participants were presented with a goal
to burn energy by mouse clicking, and their goal
was specified in novel and artificial units: RD in the
large numbers condition [goal: 2,000 RD (1
click = 10–30 RD)] and kiloRD in the small num-
bers condition [goal: 2 kiloRD (1 click = 0.01–0.03
kiloRD)]. Thus, to achieve their goal participants
should, on average, click 200 times. All participants
had the same time (28 s) to complete their goal.

Next, in the high goal attainability condition, par-
ticipants were told: “Please be aware that the required
number of [kilo]RD may seem very large, but it is not!
This is the reaction that we often got from earlier partici-
pants. They confirmed that it is not much work.” In the
control condition, this information was omitted. We
ran a posttest to verify the success of the goal attain-
ability manipulation. The participants (N = 201)
were presented with the same scenario as in the main
study with the only difference that instead of being
asked their preferred goal structure (and to actually
complete their goal), they responded to the same 3-
item scale (a = 0.81) as in Study 1 aimed to measure
goal attainability. As expected, the participants per-
ceived the task as more attainable when they were
told that the task was not too much work (M = 7.31,
SD = 1.79) vs. when this information was omitted
(M = 6.45, SD = 1.77; F(1,197) = 11.56, p = .001).
There was no significant difference between unit
types (Msmall numbers = 6.80, SDsmall numbers = 1.98;
Mlarge numbers = 6.95, SDlarge numbers = 1.65; F
(1,197) = 0.30, p = .58). The interaction between unit
type and the goal attainability manipulation was also
not significant (F(1,197) = 2.84, p > .09). These results
suggest that the goal attainability manipulation was
successful.

After participants knew their burn energy goal
and were presented (vs. omitted) with the goal
attainability information, they decided how to com-
plete it: they could do it all at once or in as many
parts as desired. They were also informed that in
between parts, they would rate some pictures (see
Appendix S1 for full details). Since the overall task
time was kept constant across conditions, if a par-
ticipant chose to complete the goal in more (vs.
less) parts, each part lasted less (more) time.

Participants organized their goal pursuit by indicat-
ing their preferred goal organization in open-ended
boxes (maximum of division was 14 parts), and
they corroborated their choices with a multiple-
choice question. As the goal motivation measure,
we recorded the number of times that each partici-
pant clicked the mouse. We reasoned that higher
motivation to complete the goal would lead to a
higher number of clicks. To not influence the effect
that unit type and number of subgoals might have
on participants motivation to complete the task,
they were not informed of their performance while
pursuing their goal (i.e., how many times they
clicked the mouse or percentage of goal comple-
tion). Finally, they responded to some demographic
questions.

Results and Discussion

Number of (Sub)Goals

Some participants (N = 36) failed to correctly
complete the open-ended form and thus were
excluded from the analysis (the results with the
full sample and the close-ended dependent vari-
able fully replicate, see Appendix S1). As
expected, a Poisson regression with only unit type
(numbers: small vs. large) and the number of
(sub)goals as the dependent variable yielded a
main effect of unit type (Wald
v2(N = 265) = 87.40, p < .001). Participants chose
to complete their energy goal in more parts when
the goal was specified in units with higher num-
bers (2,000 RD: M = 4.43; SD = 4.79) compared to
units with smaller numbers (2 KiloRD: M = 2.28;
SD = 2.81). Adding perceived goal attainability
and the interaction with unit type as predictors
replicated the significant effect of unit type (Wald
v2(N = 265) = 87.28, p < .001, see Figure 2). Less
relevant for the theorizing, this analysis yielded a
main effect of goal attainability information (Wald
v2(N = 265) = 15.37, p < .001) meaning that higher
goal attainability led to goal structures of less
subgoals, and a marginally significant interaction
term (Wald v2(N = 265) = 3.15, p = .08).

Goal Motivation

The proposed theorizing also predicts a positive
effect of units with higher numbers on participants’
motivation derived from a goal organization includ-
ing more subgoals. For this analysis, we dropped
all participants who did not click at all (N = 4)
because they did not follow the task instructions.
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As expected, merely specifying a goal in larger
numbers led to a higher number of clicks
(M = 155.30; SD = 66.03) than a goal in smaller
numbers (M = 140.47; SD = 58.17; b = �0.10, Wald
v2(N = 261) = 96.79, p < .001), which suggests that
participants became more motivated by using a
goal system containing more subgoals. In addition,
the attainability manipulation did not influence par-
ticipant’s goal motivation (Mabsent = 149.18;

SDabsent = 63.75; Mpresent = 147.03; SDpresent = 61.79;
b = �0.01, Wald v2(N = 261) = 1.18, p > .27). Over-
all, 16.8% of participants (44 of 261) reached the
average clicking goal (200 clicks), which suggests
that the goal was somewhat challenging. Consistent
with the theorizing, 13.4% of participants (17 of
127) reached their clicking goal in the units with
low numbers condition, whereas this percentage
was higher (20.1% of participants; 27 of 134) in the
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unit with higher numbers condition (z score = 1.45,
p = .14), although this difference did not reach sig-
nificance.

Mediation of Goal Motivation

Finally, we tested whether the positive effect of
units with larger compared to smaller numbers
on goal motivation was, as predicted, a conse-
quence of a goal structure containing more sub-
goals. To test this prediction, we conducted a
mediation analysis using a PROCESS macro
(Hayes 2013, model 4) that utilized bootstrapping
with repeated extraction of 5,000 samples, includ-
ing type of unit as independent variable, number
of subgoals as mediator (log transformed), and
clicking behavior as dependent variable. We log
transformed the number of subgoals variable for
the mediation analysis (in this and the next stud-
ies) due to its count data nature and high skew-
ness = 1.86 (threshold to be considered highly
skewed > 1), therefore not adhering to normality
assumptions (i.e., Cohen & Cohen, West, &
Aiken, 2013; Huang, Burtch, Hong & Polman,
2016). After transformation, skewness = 1.01. As
theorized, the mediation analysis yielded a posi-
tive indirect effect of the number of subgoals as a
mediator (b = 14.48, SE = 3.82) that was signifi-
cantly different from zero (95% CI: 8.09–23.29).

Discussion

This study replicates that people’s preferred goal
pursuit structure is affected by a mere change in
the unit on which a goal is specified. In addition,
this effect emerges in a context where familiarity
was the unit held constant by using an artificial
unit. Moreover, the results held at different levels
of perceived goal attainability. Finally, this study
provides evidence that specifying a goal in units
with smaller numbers results in less motivation to
complete the goal than a unit with larger numbers
and that this effect is mediated by the usage of a
goal structure containing fewer rather than more
subgoals.

Study 3

The goal of study 3 is threefold. First, we want to
replicate the unit effect on goal organization in a
different context. Second, we want to further inves-
tigate the positive effect of units with larger (vs.
smaller) numbers on goal motivation. In addition,

to test a boundary condition, we have argued that
one instance in which this positive effect on goal
motivation might be attenuated is if individuals’
attention during goal pursuit is directed toward the
number of remaining (rather than completed) sub-
goals. This might occur because, according to the
small-area hypothesis (Koo & Fishbach, 2012), indi-
viduals’ motivation to pursue a goal is higher when
their attention is directed to the smaller size of their
remaining progress. In other words, people might
consider that an area of larger size is left if there
are more rather than fewer remaining subgoals to
be completed, and thus, their motivation might
decrease. To test this boundary condition on goal
motivation, this study will interrupt participants’
goal pursuit, and it will ask them if they want to
restart it after focusing on the number of completed
vs. remaining subgoals. We anticipate a positive
effect on goal restoration when participants focus
on the number of subgoals completed but an atten-
uation when they focus on the number of remain-
ing subgoals.

Second, as suggested by the proposed theorizing,
we aim to show process evidence for the unit effect
based on the perceived divisibility of the numerical
goal using a statistical mediation approach.

Method

Two hundred and fifty-nine students (127
women; mean age = 20.94) recruited from a large
university participated in this study in exchange for
partial course credit. This study had a 2 (unit num-
bers: small vs. large) 9 2 (number of subgoals:
completed vs. remaining) between-subjects design.

Procedure

Adapted from Koo and Fishbach (2012), the par-
ticipants were initially told that the study was
about how people write scientific communications.
With this pretext, they were informed that their
task would be to accurately count how many times
a particular word appeared in a text (the word was
“estimate”). The length of the text included the unit
manipulation: 4 pages in the small number unit
condition and 2,000 words in the high number unit
condition. The participants were informed that one
page is approximately 500 single-spaced words
(which is a correct assessment). Similar to previous
studies, the participants were given the opportunity
to choose how to complete the task, either by com-
pleting it all at once or by dividing it into smaller
parts. In between in each part, embedded in the
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text, the participants would see a picture. Then, the
participants indicated their preferred goal structure
(“How would you like to complete the 4 (vs. 4,000)
pages (words) task? Remember, you can choose to
complete it in any way”) in an open-ended question
(maximum number was 10 parts).

Next, they were presented with the actual text
and started to work in the task based on their
selected goal organization. For instance, if they
decided to pursue the task in three parts, the text
included two embedded pictures that allowed the
participants to rest for a few seconds if desired.
Following Koo and Fishbach (2012), the task
stopped after 1 min. Then, the participants were
asked to think about how many parts they had
already completed (vs. how many parts of the task
they still needed to complete), and they indicated
how eager they were to come back to the task
and finish it (1—not eager; 7—very eager), which
acted as the goal motivation measure. They also
indicated how much they were enjoying the task
(1—nothing; 7—very much). We included this
covariate since watching the embedded pictures
during the task could influence their enjoyment,
which in turn might influence their decision to
comeback the task. Finally, to measure the per-
ceived divisibility of the number representing the
quantitative goal, the participants indicated to
what extent the number included in the goal (4
pages vs. 2,000 words) offered them many ways
in which they could divide the task in smaller
parts (1—not much, 7—a lot).

Results

Number of (Sub)Goals

Two participants did not follow the instructions
and were excluded from the analysis. Since partici-
pants indicated their preferred goal structure
before they were asked to focus on the number of
completed vs. remaining subgoals, to analyze their
preferred goal structure we only included in the
Poisson regression unit type (numbers: small vs.
large) as predictor and number of subgoals as the
dependent variable. This analysis yielded a main
effect of unit type (Wald v2(N = 257) = 12.97,
p < .001, see Figure 3), indicating that participants
decided to pursuit the task with a goal structure
containing more subgoals (in more parts) when
the goal was described using a unit with higher
(2,000 words) numbers (M = 2.78, SD = 2.75) com-
pared to smaller (4 pages) numbers (M = 2.08,
SD = 2.02).

Perceived Number Divisibility

Our theorizing predicts that the unit effect occurs
because larger numbers are perceived to offer more
opportunity to be divided in smaller parts than
smaller numbers. As predicted, an ANOVA with
unit type (numbers: small vs. large) and work focus
(completed vs. remaining) as independent variables,
and perceived opportunity to divide the quantita-
tive goal as dependent variable yielded a main
effect of unit type (F(1, 253) = 13.33, p < .001). Par-
ticipants thought that when the goal was expressed
with larger numbers it offered more opportunities
to be divided in smaller parts (M = 4.46, SD = 1.88)
than when it was expressed with smaller numbers
(M = 3.60, SD = 1.94). In addition, we found an
unexpected main effect of work focus (MCom-

pleted = 4.25, SDCompleted = 1.93; MRemaining = 3.80,
SDRemaning = 1.96; F(1, 253) = 3.90, p < .05) and a
nonsignificant interaction (F(1, 253) = 0.178,
p > .67).

Mediation of Unit Effect on Goal Organization

We tested if, as theorized, the perceived divisibil-
ity of the numbers used to describe the goal medi-
ated the effect between unit type and number of
subgoals. A mediation analysis using a PROCESS
macro (Hayes, 2017, model 4, 5,000 samples)
including type of unit as independent variable,
quantitative goal perceived divisibility as mediator,
and number of subgoals as dependent variable
yielded a positive indirect effect. Goal perceived
divisibility acted as a mediator between type of unit
and number of subgoals (b = 0.13, SE = 0.08), and
it was statistically different from zero (95% CI:
0.014–0.352).

Goal Motivation

As previously explained, we expected that partic-
ipants would be more eager to come back to the
task when they were focused on the number of sub-
goals completed, but this effect would be attenuated
when their focal point was on the number of
remaining subgoals. To test it, we conducted an
ANOVA with unit type (numbers: small vs. large)
and work focus (completed vs. remaining) as inde-
pendent variables, eagerness to restore the task as
dependent variable, and task enjoyment as covariate
(p < .001). This analysis yielded a main effect unit
type (MLarge numbers = 3.40, SDLarge numbers = 2.44;
MSmall numbers = 2.62, SDSmall numbers = 1.94; F(1,
252) = 3.90, p < .05), a nonsignificant effect of work

Units Affect Goal Pursuit Organization 45



focus (MCompleted = 3.12, SDCompleted = 2.25;
MRemaining = 2.89, SDRemaining = 2.22; F(1,
252) = 0.678, p > .41), and crucially, the expected
interaction effect (F(1, 252) = 3.99, p < .05 [without
task enjoyment as covariate; p < .05]). Planned con-
trasts revealed that when participants focused on
the numbers of completed subgoals, they were more
eager to reinitiate the task in the large numbers
(words) condition (M = 3.82, SD = 2.50) compared
to small numbers (pages) condition (M = 2.46,
SD = 1.77; t(253) = 3.484, p = .001). However, when
participants focused on the number of remaining

subgoals, this effect was attenuated (MLarge num-

bers = 3.01, SDLarge numbers = 2.33; MSmall num-

bers = 2.77, SDSmall numbers = 2.12; t(253) = �0.61,
p > .54, see Figure 4).

Moderated Mediation on Goal Motivation

Finally, the proposed framework predicts that a
goal structure of more versus less subgoals lead to a
higher goal motivation (eagerness to come back to the
task) due to a goal structure containing more sub-
goals, and that the mediating effect of number of
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subgoals on goal restoration is contingent on partici-
pants’ focus. To test this final prediction, we con-
ducted a PROCESS macro 15, with unit type as
independent variable, number of subgoals as media-
tor (log transformed; skewness before transforma-
tion = 1.87, after = 0.98), participants’ focus
(subgoals: completed vs. remaining) as moderator,
task enjoyment as covariate, and eagerness to come
back to the task as dependent variable. As theorized,
when participants focused on the number of com-
pleted subgoals, these mediated the effect between
unit type and eagerness to reinitiate the task
(b = �0.10, SE = 0.07, 95% CI: �0.29 to �0.008).
However, when participants focused on the numbers
of remaining subgoals, the mediation effect disap-
peared (b = 0.009, SE = 0.04, 95% CI: �0.05 to 0.12).
Without task enjoyment as covariate; when partici-
pants focused on the number of completed subgoals
(b = �0.07, SE = 0.06, 95% CI: �0.28 to 0.00), and
when participants focused on the numbers of remain-
ing subgoals (b = 0.01, SE = 0.05, 95% CI: �0.07 to
0.15).

Discussion

The results of Study 3 supported the proposed
theorizing. First, it replicated that people’s preferred
goal pursuit structure is affected by a mere change
in the unit on which a goal is specified. It also
showed that goal perceived divisibility acted as a
mediator between unit type and number of sub-
goals. Finally, it further supported the claim that
units with larger compared to smaller numbers
have a positive effect on goal motivation, and it
suggests consumers’ focus during goal pursuit
(completed vs. remaining subgoals) as a boundary
condition to this claim.

Study 4

The main goal of this study is to test whether the
proposed effect of unit type on goal organization
may hold in an important field setting: students’

planning of their study time for a voluntary mock
examination. We hypothesized that when the pro-
posed study time was framed in larger numbers
(120 min) rather than in smaller numbers (2 hr),
students would be more likely to split their study
time in more, but smaller subgoals. In addition, this
study further tested the downstream consequence
on students’ goal motivation (motivation to start
studying earlier for the mock exam). We reasoned
that if students were more motivated, they would
prepare for the examination earlier rather than to
procrastinate. This expectation aligns with prior
work suggesting that people perceive goal struc-
tures containing more subgoals are as more man-
ageable, promoting goal initiation (e.g., Gal &
McShane, 2012; Huang et al., 2017; Soman &
Shi, 2003).

Method

This study had a two-cell (unit numbers: small
vs. large) between-subjects design. Three hundred
twenty-eight students from a large public university
(143 women; mean age = 18 years old) voluntarily
participated in a study in which they could plan
their study time (September 14–21; see Figure 5 for
an overview) for a mock test (2 hr vs. 120 min)
during week three of a seven-week course.

On September 9 (only 2 lectures were completed
at that time), students were told that after week
three there would be a mock test on lectures 1, 2,
and 3 (test available on September 23). After learn-
ing about the mock test, students indicated their
study planning (2 hr vs. 120 min) for week three
(September 14–21) in a calendar. The number of
days that they planned to study was our main
dependent variable of number of (sub)goals (see
Appendix S1 for full details). We expected that par-
ticipants would study more days (albeit less time
each day) when the study time was framed as
120 min compared to 2 hr.

Our main goal motivation-dependent variable
was students’ eagerness to study for the exam. To
measure it, we looked at how early students

Figure 5. Overview procedure: Study 4.
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planned to study for the examination (1—Septem-
ber 14th; 8—September 21st). That is, we coded as
“1” if students’ first day of study was planned for
September 14th, coded as “2” of if students’ first
day of study was planned for September 15th, etc.
As a secondary goal motivation variable, we also
measured if students planned to study the first
available day, September 14th (coded yes = 0,
no = 1).

As control variables, students were asked (1—
not at all; 7—very much): to what extent they were
motivated to obtain a good grade for the course (in-
terested in marketing management, they were
someone who typically plans their study, they
planned to study more hours, they were planning
to stick to the planning). Finally, in which part of
the course they were (1—beginning, 2—middle, 3—
end). Controlling for these variables did not signifi-
cantly influence the effect of type of unit on the
main dependent variables (number for subgoals
and goal motivation), and thus, they are not dis-
cussed further. Finally, students responded to some
demographic questions.

Results and Discussion

Number of (Sub)Goals

Two participants who did not follow the
instructions and one participant who filled out the
initial survey after week three were excluded from
the analysis. As expected, a Poisson regression
with unit type (numbers: small vs. large) as the
predictor and the number of subgoals as the
dependent variable revealed that specifying the
study time as 120 min led to choosing goal struc-
tures with more subgoals (planning to study more

days: M = 3.57, SD = 1.62) than when the same
study time was specified as 2 hr (M = 2.64,
SD = 1.50; b = 0.30, Wald v2 (N = 325) = 22.33,
p < .001, see Figure 6).

Goal Motivation

We expected that if students’ motivation toward
the examination was higher, they would be more
eager to start to study for the examination rather
than to procrastinate. In line with these expecta-
tions, it took students less time to start studying
when the overall goal was specified as 120 min
(Mdays = 2.35, SDdays = 1.51) rather than 2 hr
(Mdays = 2.81, SDdays = 1.70; F(1, 324) = 6.335,
p = .01). In addition, 34.6% of students (54 of 156)
planned to study the first available day in the 120-
min condition, whereas this percentage dropped to
20.7% of students (35 of 169) in the 2-hr condition
(Pearson v2 (N = 325) = 7.888, p < .01).

Mediation of Goal Motivation

Finally, we tested whether the positive effect of
conveying the study time in units with larger
rather than smaller numbers on students’ eager-
ness to start to study was, as predicted, a conse-
quence of their decision to organize their study in
more days (goal structure with more subgoals).
We run a mediation analysis using a PROCESS
macro (Hayes, 2017, model 4) that utilized boot-
strapping with repeated extraction of 5,000 sam-
ples, including type of unit as independent
variable, number of subgoals as mediator (log
transformed; skewness before transforma-
tion = 1.22, after = 0.01), and how early students
planned studying as dependent variable. This
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analysis yielded a positive indirect effect of the
number of subgoals as a mediator (b = 0.45,
SE = 0.13) that was significantly different from
zero (95% CI: 0.23–0.75). We replicated these
results when using as dependent variable if stu-
dents planned to study the first available day of
the study week (b = 0.36, SE = 0.08; 95% CI: 0.22–
0.53).

Discussion

The results of study 4 show that even in a field
experiment, the effect of the type of unit on goal
organization and goal motivation is replicated.
That is, students were more likely to plan to start
studying early for an examination when they
thought about studying 120 min compared to 2 hr.
We believe that these results may have important
implications because they suggest that people will
be less likely to procrastinate doing a task when
the goal is conveyed in units with larger numbers
instead of smaller numbers. As a follow-up, we
also recorded if students’ participation in the mock
test differed based on the type of unit conditions.
The results showed that even though the examina-
tion was available 14 days after the manipulation,
students’ likelihood of taking the mock test
seemed higher in the 120-min (50.6%) condition
than in the 2-hr (40.8%) condition (Pearson v2

(N = 325) = 3.15, p = .07). Although there might be
many reasons that may have driven students’ par-
ticipation in the examination, these results suggest
that the effects of type of unit on goal organiza-
tion may have consequences in other relevant out-
comes.

General Discussion

The present work aimed to advance the under-
standing of quantitative goal pursuit organization.
In four studies, we tested the hypothesis that for
quantitative goals, the choice of a particular goal
structure is determined by the measurement unit in
which a goal happens to be specified: A superordi-
nate goal that is specified in a unit with larger
numbers is more likely to be organized with more
subgoals than when the goal is specified in a unit
with smaller numbers. We replicated the effect
across a wide set of contexts, including a preregis-
tered study, real behavior studies and a field exper-
iment. Furthermore, we found evidence for the
proposed positive effect of goals specified in units
with larger compared to smaller numbers on goal

motivation and a boundary condition for this posi-
tive effect. We believe that the findings of this
manuscript are counternormative in two respects.
On the one hand, specifying equivalent information
in alternative units should not affect decisions in
any way: A quantitative goal specified in smaller
numbers (e.g., 2-hr task) can be pursued with as
many subgoals as one specified in larger numbers
(e.g., 120-min task). On the other hand, with regard
to the proposed process of perceived divisibility, all
numbers are infinitely divisible mathematically
speaking, so there should be no difference in a
number’s perceived divisibility into smaller parts.
However, our findings demonstrate how people
routinely violate these assumptions.

Contributions and Implications

This work offers several important contributions.
First, while previous research on goals has primar-
ily examined the consequences of goal pursuit struc-
ture (e.g., number of subgoals), we instead focus on
its antecedents. We show that a seemingly irrelevant
feature of a quantitative goal—the unit—affects
how people organize their goal pursuit. In addition,
we complement prior work by showing the positive
effect of using quantitative goals with larger vs.
smaller numbers on goal motivation. The second
contribution of this research is that it connects for
the first time the rich literatures on goal pursuit,
numerical cognition, and unit effects by demon-
strating how numerical cognition affects goal pur-
suit structure and provides first evidence of its
downstream consequences in terms of motivation
and consumer welfare. Third, we present an easy-
to-implement nudge (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) for
managers or public policymakers who want to
encourage individuals to use a particular goal pur-
suit structure.

We believe that a wide array of consumers may
benefit from considering how numerical features
may affect quantitative information’s perceived
opportunity to be divided and how this may affect
people’s subsequent decisions. For example, the link
between the type of unit used to set a goal and its
impact on pursuit frequency may have other impli-
cations for loyalty programs. The presented frame-
work predicts that consumers will use a service
more frequently if its loyalty program is defined
using units with larger numbers (e.g., goal of
10,000 points) vs. smaller ones (e.g., goal of using
the service 10 times). Another application could be
financial for decision making. For instance, employ-
ees might decide to receive their salary weekly if it
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is expressed using units with larger numbers ($)
but monthly if it is expressed using units with
smaller numbers ($K). Similarly, consumers may
contribute to their 401K more frequently if the goal
is to assign $10,000 per year instead of $10K, which
may also increase the commitment to this goal. An
extension worth investigating is how consumers
might differ in their loan payment schedules based
on the unit used to set up the loan ($ vs. $K). In
this case, the type of unit might influence the pay-
ment timeframe (years to pay off the loan). We can
speculate that a loan set in $, compared to $K,
might lead consumers to pay it over more years.

We believe that the present work may also have
important implications in regard to problematic
consumption. For example, from a consumer wel-
fare perspective, it is better to spread out alcohol
consumption over more days rather than binge
drink for only a few days (Liu, Redmond, Morrow,
& Cullen, 2011; O’Neill et al., 2018; Piano, Maz-
zuco, Kang, & Phillips, 2017; Roerecke &
Rehm, 2014). Another relevant instance is the grow-
ing worry with the negative effects of digital dis-
tractions that may inhibit people’s ability to
concentrate (Herrera, 2019; Ophir, Nass, & Wag-
ner, 2009). To limit the negative effects of multitask-
ing, it is generally better to limit distracting stimuli
such as social media in as few sessions as possible
per day (Junco & Cotten, 2012; Parry & le
Roux, 2019). In fact, in two studies reported in the
Appendix S1 (studies 5 and 6), we found that a
goal to limit social media (Study 5) or to limit alco-
hol consumption (Study 6) was organized in fewer
sessions when presented in units with smaller com-
pared to larger numbers, which, according to the
previously mentioned research, might be beneficial
in the former case but detrimental in the latter.
Study 5 also showed the replicability of the unit
effect in a case where participants were asked to
organize the reduction of a task that they presum-
ably liked, as it is social media consumption. In
addition, Study 6 suggested that participants’ moti-
vation to make the goal easier to pursue indepen-
dently influenced its organization from the type of
unit in which it was specified.

Our findings may also be relevant for goal-set-
ting behavior in clinical settings (Bovend’Eerdt,
Botell, & Wade, 2009; Wade, 2009). In cognitive
behavioral therapy (CBT), it is common to have an
organization module in which a client is asked to
set up a calendar and break down a problem into
manageable steps (Sprich, Knouse, Cooper-Vince,
Burbridge, & Safren, 2010). For example, in the case
of treating ADHD, participants may be more likely

to break down a concentration task in more man-
ageable “chunks” when it is specified as 60 min
rather than 1 hr, thereby potentially increasing the
likelihood of success. In the treatment of patients
with traumatic brain injuries, goal setting and parti-
tioning in subgoals are frequently used in goal
management theory (van Hooren et al., 2006;
Levine et al., 2002). Likewise, the behavioral activa-
tion treatment of depression involves identifying
behavioral goals involving important life areas such
as relationships, education, and recreational activi-
ties (Dimidjian, Barrera, Martell, Mu~noz, & Lewin-
sohn, 2011; Hopko et al., 2011; Hopko, Lejuez,
Ruggiero, & Eifert, 2003). For each activity, it is
determined what the goals will be in terms of the
frequency of activity per week. Specifying the dura-
tion of desirable activities in units with larger num-
bers may lead to more desirable goal organizations
involving more but smaller steps.

The finding that units with smaller numbers may
lead to negative effects on goal motivation might
be particularly relevant considering that most
widely used units—so-called default units—are
specified with relatively small numbers (Lembregts
& Pandelaere, 2013). For example, it is probably
more common to have a short duration to be speci-
fied as 5 min rather than 300 s. As such, the use of
these default units may have unintended side
effects in terms of goal motivation and other rele-
vant downstream consequences.

Limitations and Future Research

As this work is one of the first to investigate the
antecedents of goal organization, it may have
important limitations that provide opportunities for
future work. For instance, the current studies are
primarily focused on situations in which people
schedule how they will organize their goal and
then actually follow through with that schedule.
Future research may investigate the impact of unit
type if consumers are not prompted to organize
their goal ahead of time. Additionally, it would be
interesting to assess whether quantitative goals
prompt people more to plan beforehand compared
to nonquantitative goals. This hypothesis would be
based on prior work suggesting that precise numer-
ical information may provide a higher sense of pre-
dictability (Lembregts & Pandelaere, 2019) or may
appear more implementable (Gollwitzer &
Sheeran, 2006) compared to more ambiguous infor-
mation. Another interesting venue for future
research would be to study factors that may lead
consumers to maintain their predetermined goal
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structure, particularly for quantitative goals. In this
case, units with higher (vs. lower) numbers may
lead people to switch faster to a different task
because of a sense of accomplishment after com-
pleting a certain number of subgoals. At the same
time, since prior work suggests that the perceived
goal progress velocity is higher when it contains
more (vs. less) subgoals (Huang & Zhang, 2011),
people might be more willing to wait to complete
the entire goal before moving to a different task or
leaving the goal altogether. Finally, other boundary
conditions for the positive effect of units with
higher (vs. lower) numbers on goals motivation
might be worth studying. For instance, there might
be instances where consumers rest more on their
laurels (Amir & Ariely, 2008) if they realize that
they have completed more (vs. less) subgoals, and
this effect might be enhanced if goal completion
perceived velocity is higher (Huang et al., 2017).

Although we found evidence of the proposed
effect irrespective of goal attainability, future
research might provide a deeper understanding of
its role. Additionally, are consumers aware of the
several factors that might influence their goal orga-
nization decisions (Williams and Poehlman, 2016),
in particular, the unit in which a goal is specified?
As with most numerical cognition effects (i.e.,
Monga & Bagchi, 2012; Pandelaere et al., 2011; Yan
& Pena-Marin, 2017), consumers may be unaware
that the unit/number would influence goal-related
decisions. As a result, when asked to explain their
goal organization decisions, other considerations
such as goal attainability or the motivation to make
the goal easier to achieve might be more prevalent.
This might be relevant in situations where con-
sumers are prompted to justify their decision
(Simonson, 1989). Future work may examine how
manipulating the need to justify a goal organization
decision may alter the unit effect. Relatedly, since
the proposed theorizing is based on the notion that
larger (vs. smaller) numbers are perceived to be
easier to divide into smaller parts, future work
could investigate when consumers may override
this tendency or when it could be magnified. One
situation might be if they are explicitly given rea-
sons about the benefits of subgoals (e.g., if they are
told that more subgoals are better). This being the
case, even for goals using units with smaller num-
bers, consumers might be willing to spend more
time and effort, eventually coming up with goal
structures containing more subgoals. Another situa-
tion might be if consumers are encouraged to take
as much time as needed to organize their goal. On
the other hand, we believe that in situations where

consumers do not have much time to make their
decision, if they are multitasking (Zane, Smith, &
Reczek, 2020) or under cognitive load, the proposed
unit effect might be amplified.

Other limitations relate to the influence of the
proposed unit effect on goal motivation. For
instance, although we mainly focused on situations
where consumers choose their goal structure before
starting their pursuit, there might be instances
where this decision is made (or revised) toward the
end of goal pursuit. We believe that in these cases,
the positive effect of units with larger numbers
might be attenuated. The reason is that in this
phase, consumers’ focus tends to be when goal
completion may occur (Huang & Zhang, 2011) or
to what extent the remaining tasks add value to
goal completion (Huang et al., 2017). Thus, choos-
ing goal structures with more subgoals at final
stages may signal that a) it may take more time to
achieve the goal because there is a higher number
of remaining subgoals or b) the remaining subgoals
are of lesser value because they are smaller, there-
fore reducing in both cases individuals’ motivation.
Other areas for future research might be those
related to other goal-related consequences. For
instance, does goal pursuit start earlier if the goal is
specified in units with larger compared to smaller
numbers? We anticipate that this might be the case
since units with larger numbers could lead to first
subgoals that are perceived as easier to complete.
Another relevant question is whether unit type
might influence the time needed to complete an
overall goal. For instance, would students finish
their studying earlier (i.e., less likely to procrasti-
nate) if their study goal was specified in minutes
rather than hours? We hope that future research
provides answers to these and other intriguing
questions.
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