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Synonyms

Desires; Intentions; Motivators; Motives

Definition

Goals are internal representations of desired states
(Austin and Vancouver 1996). They can be fairly
specific (e.g., visiting a relative on a particular
day) or abstract (e.g., achieving one’s fundamen-
tal values). They can be idiosyncratic to the indi-
vidual (e.g., appreciating a particular course of
meal over dinner) or shared across groups of peo-
ple (e.g., improving one’s material wealth).

Introduction

Goals have been studied intensively by person-
ality psychologists. In the following we first
describe representative research identifying the
basic kinds of human goals. We then discuss the
relations between goals and persons, between
goals and situations, and between goals and

behaviors under the framework of personality
triad (Funder 2001).

Basic Kinds of Goals

In one representative study of classifying goals
(Chulef et al. 2001), researchers first attempted to
generate a list of most important human goals by
extensive search in the literature. They considered
goals from classic work (e.g., Maslow 1943,
1970; McDougall 1933; Murray 1938) and the
ones from more recent research (e.g., Ford and
Nichols 1987; Rokeach 1973; Wicker et al. 1984).
After much deliberation, these researchers devel-
oped a list of 135 goals that they believed to best
represent the most important human goals. These
goals included ones such as “having others’ trust,”
“maintaining religious faith,” and “getting an edu-
cation.” Next, the whole list of goals were sorted
into groups by how similar they were to each
other. Cluster analysis identified the following
major clusters of the goals: (1) family and marital
relationships, and sexual and romantic relation-
ships; (2) being healthy and attractive; (3) inter-
personal goals such as those related to having a
social life; and (4) intrapersonal goals such as
those related to idealism, intellect, and personal
growth.

While varied by specific labels and research
procedures, studies have identified similar clus-
ters of human goals such as basic psychological
needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy
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(Deci and Ryan 2000); core motives of belonging,
understanding, controlling, enhancing self, and
trusting (Fiske 2014); and fundamental social
motive of self-protection, disease avoidance, affil-
iation, status, mate seeking, mate retention, and
kin care (Neel et al. 2016). Research has also
shown that individual differences in pursuing dif-
ferent kinds of goals such as these tend to be
consistent over time (Dunlop et al. 2015; Roberts
et al. 2004), and that the different kinds of goals
are related to the Big Five factors of personality
traits in systematic ways (Reisz et al. 2013;
Roberts and Robins 2000).

Goals and the Personality Triad

Personality triad refers to the three separable but
interconnected elements of persons, situations,
and behaviors (Funder 2001, 2006). When it
comes to goals and persons, there is a long tradi-
tion in personality research showing that persons
are fundamentally goal-driven (e.g., Borkenau
1990; Cantor 1990, 1994; Emmons 1986; Fleeson
and Jayawickreme 2015; Fleeson et al. 1995;
Grant and Dweck 1999; Little 1983; Klinger
1977; McCabe and Fleeson 2012, 2016; Miller
and Read 1987, 1991; Pervin 1982, 1992; Read
et al. 1990, 2010; Read and Miller 1989a, b; Yang
et al. 2014). People’s “personal projects” can be
used as a unit of analysis alternative to personality
traits (Little 1983; Little et al. 2007). Recently,
there is a renewed, and increasingly strong, inter-
est in better understanding the nature of situations
(Argyle et al. 1981; Brown et al. 2015; Graham
et al. 1980; Miller et al. 1994; Rauthmann 2016;
Rauthmann et al. 2014; Reis 2008; Yang et al.
2006, 2009). Yang et al. (2006, 2009), for exam-
ple, suggested that the essence of a situation is its
affordance of human goals and they showed that
situations are primarily characterized by two spe-
cific principles of goal processes (what happened,
is happening, or might happen to people’s goals)
and goal contents (the specific goals afforded in
the situation). Finally, human behaviors can be
seen as fundamentally goal-directed (Ajzen
1991; Ajzen and Madden 1986; Bargh and
Gollwitzer 1994; Frese and Sabini 1985; Locke

and Latham 1990; Pervin 1989). Behaviors can be
understood as the means by which individuals
attain their goals that are afforded in the situation.

According to Funder’s conception of the per-
sonality triad, knowledge of any of two elements
of persons, situations, and behaviors can help us
gain understanding of the third (Funder 2001). As
can be seen, goals are likely to underlie each and
all of these elements. Goals may be the mecha-
nism that explains much of what we know about
personality.

Conclusion

Goals are one of the most well-studied concepts in
personality psychology. They are at the core of
persons, situations, and behaviors. They represent
a strong tradition of research but at the same time,
they offer great promise for better understanding
and integrating the structures and processes of
personality in the future.
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