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CHAPTER 5

The Selfish Goal

JOHN A. BARGH
JULIE Y. HUANG

',' here has been a sea change in the past 20 years in our understanding of
. the rol.e of consciousness in the selection and guidance of social behav-
for. Dormnant theories of the 1970s and 1980s emphasized the central role
of conscious choice and intention in the production of human behavior

as in the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) self—efﬁcac;
theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986), and other motivational modf,:ls {(Locke &
Latham, 1990; Mischel, 1973). Conscious choice of behaviors or goals to
pursue was a bottleneck in these models: Nothing happened without the
exercise of conscious will. Even today, proponents of these models hold
that “human behavior is affected by conscious purposes, plans, intentions

tasks and the like . . . [which are| the immediate motivation;l causes O%
most human action” (Locke & Latham, 2002, p. 705).

However, two concurrent movements within social psychology have
Operated over the years to cast doubt on assumption that conscious pro-
f}flrzses are usuall)f, if not always, in control. First and most important was
dete%ro.w'mg lr)eahz?mon of the power of external situational variables in
o Cmmmg ehavior, sometimes shown to be more powerful than inter-
i r::1usesls9uc:h as personality or values (e.g., Darley & Latane, 1968;
intridam" 6?;“M1schel, 19?’3; Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Second was the
P &ucstlﬁn (?d dual-process” models (e.g., Posner & Snyder, 1975; Shif-
with o chnei .er’,’ 1.977') .that complemented conscious mental processes
oo automatic,” implicit, or nonconscious ones. Research within this

ual-process framework amassed a good deal of evidence that there was
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another route to the selection and guidance of higher mental processes
such as are involved in social judgment and behavior, a route that was trig-
gered by relevant environmental stimuli and that bypassed the conscious-
ness bottleneck (see reviews in Bargh, 2007; Chaiken & Trope, 1999).
Research on social-construct priming combines the situational and
the nonconscious emphases of the past several decades. “Priming” refers
to the passive, subtle, and unobtrusive activation of relevant mental rep-
resentations by external, environmental stimuli, such that people are not
and do not become aware of the influence exerted by those stimuli. In
harmony with the situationist tradition, this priming research has shown

that the mere, passive perception of environmental events directly triggers 1

higher mental processes in the absence of any involvement by conscious,
intentional processes (see reviews in Bargh & Ferguson, 2000; Dijkster-
huis, Aarts, & Chartrand, 2007; Higgins, 1996). Following the initial
success of priming research in the domain of impression formation (Hig-
gins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979), researchers extended
it to other higher mental processes, such as evaluation (e.g., Fazio, 1986,
1990), stereotyping and prejudice (Devine, 1989), social behavior (e.g.,

Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 1998), !
and motivated goal pursuit (e.g., Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994; Chartrand & ‘

Bargh, 1996).

For example, priming the concept of a library causes participants to §
speak more softly (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2003), the faint odor of clean-
ing fluid makes them more likely to tidy up after themselves when eat-
ing a crumbly cookie (Holland, Hendriks, & Aarts, 2005), and the mere
presence of a briefcase versus backpack by the door of the experimental §
room causes them to be relatively competitive versus cooperative in a Pris-
oner’s Dilemma game (Kay, Wheeler, Bargh, & Ross, 2004)—in each case, {
without any awareness of the role played by these external stimuli in the |
production of their behavior. The ease and ubiquity with which priming |
effects have been obtained have revealed the openness of the human mind |
to environmental influences. At the same time, it has by logical necessity
reduced the presumed causal role of intentional, conscious processes in]
higher mental processes such as social behavior and goal pursuit (Bargh &

Ferguson, 2000).

Up until quite recently, mainstream accounts of executive control of
working memory within cognitive science held that all of the contents OF

working memory were accessible to conscious awareness; indeed, “work

ing memory” and “conscious awareness” were considered synonymous
terms {(e.g., Smith & Jonides, 1998). Under this assumption it was difficuld
to understand how higher mental processes could make use of those execu
tive control structures without the person being aware of it (see Barghi
2005). This was especially a problem in the case of nonconscious goa
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pursuit, in which a primed goal operates on incoming informational input
that is accessible to conscious awareness, while the goal-driven attentional
selection and transformation of that information, and on-line guidance of
behavior toward the goal, is occurring outside of conscious awareness,
That executive control structures could be operating without the per-
son’s awareness of their operation would seem to require the existence
of dissociable component processes within executive control or working
memory structures. Although these were not part of standard models of
working memory at the time of the initial behavioral demonstrations of
nonconscious goal pursuit (e.g., Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994; Chartrand &
Bargh, 1996), evidence of such dissociations had been reported in patients
with “environmental dependency syndrome” (Lhermitte, 1986) that left
them entirely at the mercy of externally suggested actions. Recently, sup-
porting the existence of nonconscious forms of goal pursuit, cognitive
neuroscience research has confirmed that distinct anatomical structures

| support the operating goal program, on the one hand, and the knowledge

of its operation (i.e., consciously held intentions) on the other. Conscious

; inter}tipns appear to be represented in the prefrontal and premotor cortex,
3 but. it is the parietal cortex that houses the representation used to guide
b action (Frith, Blakemore, & Wolpert, 2000).

That a goal can operate independently of conscious awareness of its

| operation would seem to imply the existence of a dissociation between the
j executive control structures in the brain responsible for “running” that
goal’s.“program” and those that enable conscious awareness of the goal
 pursuit. Recent cognitive neuroscience research has confirmed this impli-
 cation, with the finding that the operation of a goal program and one’s
Rwareness of its operation are located in separate anatomical structures
within the frontal lobes (Frith et al., 2000). Further dissociation evidence
'tomes‘from investigations of prefrontal lobe syndromes (Bogen, 1995;
"hermltte, 1986), the psychophysiology of dream consciousness Which’
‘v01ves prefrontal deactivations (Muzur, Pace-Schott, & Hobson: 2002)
nd .demonstrations that control-structures in the brain (e.g., the frontal
;tcl}cl'CS) are not esse_ntial for Fhe generation of consciousness (Koch &

Iya, 2007). In light of this gathering evidence, it seems reasonable

2

fiat goals can become active and operate to guide behavior independently

Pt Conscious intention and awareness (Bargh, 1990).

- I(fraagoal is capa})l.e of opergting indepeqdently of any conscious inten-
o Can\:a:egles; of its operation, then active goals and conscious inten-
ol ot be the sa:‘me Fhl,ngs (Bargh, 1990). Self-theorists have distin-

ishe bgtween the “belief” (self-concept, self-esteem, self-efficacy) and
< "agentic” (ego, volition) functions of the self: “Many crucial functions
. F}}e se'lf involve volition: making choices and decisions, taking respon-
ility, Initiating and inhibiting behavior, and making plans of action
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and carrying out those plans. The self exerts control over itself and over
the external world” (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998,
p. 1252). Yet the self comprises many different, often-conflicting motives
and goals, such as self-interest versus empathic concern for others, short-
term pleasure versus long-term health and happiness, competition versus
cooperation with others, and so on (Elster, 1990; Sen, 1978; see Mans-
bridge, 1990). Goal systems theory (e.g., Kruglanski et al., 2002) and
supramodular interaction theory (Morsella, 2005), in fact, are specifically
concerned with the structural relations between competing goal tendencies
and how these conflicts are resolved within the self or individual.

Thus it is possible to make a useful distinction between the self and
the currently active goal. In the case of nonconscious goal operation, it
is clearly the goal that is in charge (of selective attention, evaluation, and
behavior), not the “active” or conscious self. Modern self-theorists do |
acknowledge that “a great deal of human behavior is influenced by auto-
matic or nonconscious processes,” but contend that “undoubtedly some |
portion involves deliberate, conscious, controlled responses by the self . . .
acting autonomously on its own behalf” (Baumeister et al., 1998, p. 1252). |
Our main point in this chapter is that ultimate control rests not with the |
self, but with the currently active goal, which will pursue its agenda auton-
omously even when doing so is not in the overall best interests of the indi-
vidual (self)—and that this selfish goal principle holds for consciously pur-
sued goals just as much as for automatic or nonconscious goal pursuits.

The relation between goals and the individuals holding them is strik-
ingly similar to that between genes and their host organisms. In his classic
work The Selfish Gene, Dawkins (1976) described how our genes have
designed us (through the blind process of natural selection) to be their
“survival machines” on which they depend for their propagation into |
future generations. The core of Dawkins’s argument was that genes, not
individual organisms, are the basic unit of natural selection. Moreover, |
genes were said to be essentially “selfish” in that their own propagation is
their only concern, not the welfare of the host organism (except as it might
affect propagation): “Each gene is seen as pursuing its own self-interested
agenda against the background of the other genes in the gene pool” (p- |
ix). '

coupled anh the very slow rate of genetic change, direct genetic cont |
over behgwor tend to be inflexible and unable to adapt fast enou hro X
changes in the gnvironment. Accordingly, genes provide us with eiert(;
and specific motivations, which are translated Into our nervous systgems :s
“goal programs,” and it is these goal programs that guide our behavior j
| the local environment (Mayr, 1976). e
) The close correspondence between genes and goals is further attested
& to by the prevalence of goal-directed behavior in the organic world, which
largely lacks the strategic, conscious information-processing capabiiitiesl of
l:umans. As the evolutionary theorist Ernst Mayr (1976, p. 389) stressed
' rhe occurrence of goal-directed processes is perhaps the most charact ’
istic featgre of the world of living organisms.” For example, a reda: o
stalk.mg its prey or the prey fleeing from the pursuing pred,atof a biroé
starting on its migration, an insect selecting its host plant, a male ,dis 1
ing to a female are acting purposefully yet unconsciously. , P
One reason why goal-directed and purposive behavior is common-
placs among living organisms (Mayr, 1976) is because goal programs ar.
the l.ocal agents” in the present that carry out genetic instructions fronfl:
] the distant past. Why do genes require the proxy of goals and motives?
» Because the rate of genetic change is very slow, too slow for direct eneis'.
' Fontrols over behavior to adapt quickly enough to the constant] %h -
 ing gnd shifting environmental conditions over long stretches }:)f t?ng-
] The 1nﬂ§x1b11ity of direct genetic control is the main reason wh 99"}mef
3 tl?e species that ever existed are now extinct. Therefore behavio}rl i e
- directly controlled by the genotype but by a behavi : in the mer.
L Vous system that results from the translati f o oristaal won t}']e o
E ram o hat ¢ s translation o .the original genetic pro-
 Bower oo Tvkins summarized the situation, “genes exert ultimate
y ver behavior. But the moment-to-moment decisjons about what to
| 90 next are taken by the nervous system. Genes are the pri i
. Makers, brains are the executives” 19 ronits, e o
add, e _ s” (p. ) And goal pursuits, we would
| ,Dawkjn:’xe?;t;ze processes of the brain.
< ch it o navural eecrpns v 0 e oSt organisms,
that thtr 02 I i,s urt er, i at genes are essentially “selfish”
host organiens eepeppagation i eir only concern, not the welfare of the
H%0n, we argue, active goals are th o Pr?Pagatlon- o Aigher s fash-
eesccs, no e i1 O e unit o contro.l over hlg}}er mental pro-
> or individual person, and active goals single-mindedly

Wursue their agenda inde
4 pendently of wheth i is i
oo of 1. Scnda i Cepend y ether doing so is in the overall

That goals are to the self as genes are to the organism is more than ]
just a metaphor. Evolutionary biologists and psychologists, as well as phi-
losophers of science, view motivations as the crucial link between genetic
influences and adaptive behavior (Campbell, 1974; Mayr, 1976; Neuberg, |
Kenrick, Maner, & Schaller, 2004; Pinker & Bloom, 1990, p. 468; Pop-}
per, 1972, pp. 256-280; Symons, 1992, p. 138; Tetlock, 2002; Tomasello,
Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992, p. 99).
Because of constantly changing and shifting environmental conditions,]

tive '
e Sg<l)falls (égerate 1 an autonomous fashion (autonomous with regard
€l and 1ts conscious intentions and purposes). The evidence on this

Oint ¢ i i
) omes mainly from experimental demonstrations of nonconscious
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goal pursuit. This leads us to the pivotal question of whether conscious
goal pursuit is also characterized by autonomous goal functioning. We
make a theoretical and an empirical case that it is: theoretically, because of
the likelihood that conscious goal pursuit makes use of the same underly-
ing structures and processes as in evolutionarily older unconscious goal
pursuit mechanisms; empirically, because of the many other similarities
between nonconscious and conscious goal pursuit that have already been
demonstrated. We then report the findings of several experiments specifi-
cally designed to test whether conscious goals operate autonomously from
conscious intentions—in other words, whether intended goal pursuit pro-
duces unintended (and, presumably, unwanted) consequences for the indi-
vidual.

Do Goals Operate Autanomausly?:
Evidence from Goal-Priming Studies

The autonomy of active goals is clearly apparent in the case of noncon-
scious goal pursuit. The goal-priming literature has shown that goals can
be activated without the individual knowing about or intending it—either
through subliminal presentation of goal relevant stimuli, or through subtle
and unobtrusive supraliminal presentation. A wide variety of environmen-
tal triggers have been demonstrated: not only verbal stimuli semantically
related to the goal (as in many studies), but also material objects such as

backpacks and briefcases (Kay et al., 2004), scents such as cleaning fluids ;

(Holland et al., 2005), power-related features of a situation such as a pro-
fessor’s desk chair (Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001), and the names of
one’s significant others (Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003; Shah, 2003).

These same studies have shown that once activated outside the per-

son’s knowledge, these goals operate autonomously, without any conscious |

guidance, to guide cognition and behavior toward the desired end-state (see
reviews in Bargh, 2005; Bargh & Ferguson, 2000; Chartrand & Bargh,
2002; Dijksterhuis et al., 2007; Ferguson, Hassin, & Bargh, 2008; Fitzsi-

mons & Bargh, 2004). Importantly, the same behavioral and judgmental |

outcomes are obtained in these studies as when the same goal is pursued
consciously (see next section). Nonconscious goal pursuit has now been

demonstrated across a range of goal types: information-processing goals
such as judgment and memorization, achievement goals such as high per-

formance on a task, and interpersonal goals such as to compete or cooper-
ate.

How do nonconscious goals operate outside of awareness and inten- ]
tion when the stimuli and events they are operating on are in full view |
of conscious awareness? In one study, for example, the nonconscious
(primed) goal to cooperate with one’s game opponent produced equivalent |
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increases i.n.cooperative behavior to the experimental condition in which
some participants were explicitly instructed to cooperate (Bargh, Gollwit-
zer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, & Troetschel, 2001, Study 2). Yet only in the
latter case were participants aware of having the goal to cooperate, as
shown by postexperimental retrospective reports of how cooperative they
had qut been on the task. These participants thus gave every appearance of
pursuing the cooperation goal without knowing they were doing so, while
they were consciously aware of the task stimuli and of their own Lehav—
ioral responses to them. Somehow the primed goal operated on stimuli and
events relevant to it to produce the goal-appropriate outcomes, but without
any foreknowledge of exactly what goal-relevant stimuli and ’events might
occur during the experimental session. The active goal, therefore, had to
be ready for whatever goal-relevant environmental input might occ,ur and
then operate on it when it did occur. ,

The readiness of nonconsciously activated goals to operate on whatever
goal-relevant input occurs in the environment illustrates the open-ended
nature of human goal pursuit. Mayr (1976, p. 23) identified two types
of inherited behavior programs in the organic world: open and closed.
Closed programs are those containing a nearly complete set of ready-made
responses to particular stimuli in the environment; these characterize
organisms with short life spans or highly stable and unchanging environ-
ments, in which there is little time or need to benefit from experience or
a'dapt to local variations. Because humans, on the other hand, enjoy longer
life spans and also a long childhood under the supervision and protection
of caregivers, most genetic behavior programs | goals) in humans are open.
This is a great advantage to successful adaptation because it allows the
general tegdencies furnished genetically to be fine-tuned to the specific
i())(cal ci)ndltlons into which the infanF happens to be born. A well-known
example 'of an open-ended program in humans is the young child’s abil-
Ity to quickly learn the local language and absorb the local culture: any
;nfant can be taken to any location on earth and over time will learn, that
lagl;g‘;;age and that culture as well as if he/she had been born there (Pinker,
ity o;l"lgzh(;}z,eitg;ei?ldfd :jlat;l;ie oj hgn?an goal pursuit alsp enables flexibil-
cescarcparor :ke; d(;- ﬂxe .l,)-?gld responses to specific stimuli. Many
Of onscim e aer lls ex1B1 ity as evidence of the autonomous nature
tiongrs e rol (e.g., aumeister et al., 19?8), but as the evolu-

ychologist Symons (1992) pointed out, this confuses the open-

en . .
0 ded nature of means selection with a choice among goals themselves
-€., desired end-states):

Onbe source of confusion is that we are used to thinking of human behavior
ES eing L{nlquely flexible and responsive to environmental variation. Human
ehavior is flexible, of course, but this flexibility is of means, not ends, and
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the basic experiential goals that motivate human behavior are both inflexible

and specific. (p. 138; see also Tooby & Cosmides, 1992, p. 101) consciously, and as the recent study by McCulloch et al. (2008) showed

in the case of the impression-formation goal, do so following th
processing stages as well. Second, nonconscious goal pursui;g 02 csses
the same phenomenal qualities previously demonstrated and aslc)r'bsec?Ses
conscious, deliberate goal pursuit (Bandura, 1977, 1986. Gollwilt 5 g‘c)
Moskowltz, 1996; Heckhausen, 1991; Lewin, 192,6). Thése includZer
sistence in ?he face of obstacles, resumption of interrupted goal pur ito in
theiface of intrinsically more attractive activities, and evaluativepanfiurgs i
vational consequences of the goal pursuit attempt (see reviews in Chon_
trgnd & Bargh, 2002; Ferguson et al., 2008). Kawada, Oettingen. G ali_
witzer, and Ba.lrgh (2004) demonstrated yet another sirn,ilarity- (gjon,s ous
and nonconscious goals, when active, are “projected onto” (i e. tt 'tflouc?
to) other pe.ople in the course of impression formation. o e
Cognmye neuroscience studies of the brain regions involved in moti
Ziti:?n lsae:)a(;flor also support the hypothesis that the same underlying me(;;ll:
> and processes are involved in conscious and nonconscio 1
pursuit. Pessiglione et al. (2007) found tha i e base
forebrain moderates task-effort li:vel in respctnt?eetgaiilr;%;gzsf - b'asac:
and a subliminally presented reward signal, leading the authgrlzetrcelve
cﬁf]?tt?at l“thg motivational processes involved in boosting behav;rcglr:
;]t 2 ;e}’v?p).' ;t)n;;%ar, whether subjects are conscious or not of the reward
betw\éil;ai Oancscc;gnts focri these closp similarities in process and outcome
thovee s OSiveug lalm | nonconscious forms of goal pursuit? As noted
2 1ivi;1g th;i)n e chavior ailnd .gc.>al pursuits are widespread in the world
i 8s, serving as t e'llallson between genetic influences from the
03113 past qu adaptive b§hav10r in the present (e.g., Mayr, 1976). Thus
lge . ?cl)lrrsmugslts c1)1rot sqmethmg requiring human consciousness or its equiva—’

. ganisms goal-directed behavior is driven entire| th h
unconscious means (Dawkins 1976). Given th i and ot
tegic, mronnionc s (D , en that consciousness and stra-
Volutioner g m processes were relatively late arrivals in human
o Wasylar § y (e.g., Denn.ett, 1991; Donald, 1991), human goal

,us, i thegary' uI}cofnsaou§ 1N nature for' most of evolutionary time.
probab g & Srlya ot conscious forms of m'formation processing, it is
unconsgiony o cious methods of goal pursuit made use of the existing
tion of 0 Stnglctu II-Jursult hstructures in the brain. In evolution, the forma-
interacrn e ex::: Iﬁlz)c asb organs).mvo!ves complex? often competitive
avaon xiting o nes because 1ntell'1gent design in nature builds on
creating il ey onl;;e:alclil a}cii::cgsrlr,l Incremental fashion, instead of
ins, 195, scratch (Allman, 2000; Dawk-
| cOnsfioorusthecs)z:dreasong, then, we hypothesizeq that conscious and non-
| goal pursuit would share another Important feature, that of

To give one example, we have many ways of consuming sugar, but the goal
of eating sugar remains the same: to experience the sensation of sweet-
ness.
Moreover, flexibility of means cannot be the exclusive province of con-
scious goal pursuit and self-regulation because the empirical demonstra-
tions of nonconscious goal pursuit could not have occurred if it did not have
this same flexible quality. In fact, the most compelling demonstration of
the open-ended nature of human goal pursuit is in the case of nonconscious
goal pursuit. Given the largely unpredictable nature of future events (e.g.,
Dawes, 1993), participants cannot know in advance in these studies what
goal-relevant stimuli might occur (they are not even aware of which stimuli
are goal relevant and which are not). Nevertheless, the nonconscious goal is
shown to operate on any and all such relevant information: driving selective
attention toward such information when it is present (Chartrand & Bargh,
1996, Study 2; Neuberg et al., 2004), causing the differential evaluation of
that information in terms of whether it facilitates or interferes with the goal
(Ferguson & Bargh, 2004), transforming and manipulating the informa-
tion in the service of the goal (McCulloch, Ferguson, Kawada, & Bargh,
2008), and guiding behavior toward the goal (e.g., Bargh et al., 2001).
Thus, the recent research on nonconscious goal pursuit has established |
the autonomy with which goals can be activated, operate, and guide cogni- |
tion and behavior to successful completion of the goal, all independently |
of conscious intentions and guidance. Once again, the situation is closely |
analogous to how genes operate to guide our present-day behavior through
open-ended motivational mechanisms. The nonconsciously active goal
operates on whatever goal-relevant information happens to occur next in
the experimental situation, which could not be known to the participant
beforehand—just as genetic influences from the distant past programmed
us through open-ended motivations to be capable of adapting to local con-
ditions far into a future that could not have been anticipated in any detail

(Dawkins, 1976).

Similarity of Nonconscious and Conscious Goal Pursuit

Do conscious goals also operate autonomously, once activated? The many
similarities that recent research has revealed between conscious and non-
conscious goal pursuit suggests that they might also share the feature of
autonomous operation. First, as noted above, nonconsciously operating
goals produce the same outcomes as when those same goals are pursue
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ive. Note that up to this point, potential

similarities between the two modes of goal pursuit were assessed by test-
ing whether nonconscious goal pursuit possesses qualities already estab-
lished for conscious goal pursuit (Chartrand & Bargh, 2002; Fitzsimons
& Bargh, 2004). Here we do the reverse: asserting that conscious goal pur-
suit shares a quality previously demonstrated only for nonconscious goal

pursuit—that 1s, operating on any relevant (i.e., applicable; see Higgins,

1996) information in the environment regardless of whether the individual
s, the person is aware

intends or is aware of it. In the case of conscious goal
of pursuing them with regard to a specific target or set of targets; but just
as nonconscious goals operate on amny and all perceived information to
which they are applicable, conscious goals will too—even information that
was not the intended focus of the goal. If even consciously pursued goals
operate in this independent manner, one can speak of the “selfish goal”
pursuing its own agenda just as the “selfish gene” 1s ultimately concerned

with its own propagation.

autonomous operation once act

An Empirical Test of Conscious Goal Autonomy

principle holds for all goal pursuits,
Previous research shows that primed,
nonconscious goals to form an impression of a target person operate with-
out the participant’s knowledge and compute the evaluation in the same
way as if the person consciously and intentionally had the goal to form an
impression (Chartrand & Bargh, 1996). In that study, participants were
unaware of having the goal of forming an impression and so also were
not intending to form an impression of the particular target person. Thus,
the experiment included an unintended goal and an unintended target of
that goal; but because of the open-ended nature of the active impression

goal, and the presence of relevant target information in the environment,
get were nonetheless formed and stored (see also

We suggest that the «selfish goal”
conscious and unconscious alike.

impressions of that tar
McCulloch et al., 2008).

For consciously intended goal pursuits, on the other hand, the goal i

of course intended and resident in conscious awarencss, and so the auton-
omy of goal operation from conscious intentions and awareness would be
manifested by its application to relevant targets that were not the intended
focus of the goal. Thus, it is the open-ended nature of human goal pur-
suit that is expected to produce the anintended effects, with the active
goal ready to operate on any goal-relevant information in the environments
even if it is not the intended focus of the goal.

We (Bargh, Green, & Fitzsimons, 2008) teste
experiments by having participan

d this hypothesis 1n tW

ts watch a videotape of an ostensible joP
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interview (in the control conditi icl i
people gettjng acquainted). Tdfi::l;“xe?:r;iip?fr:;i gsé tlfl'd et oo
elther a crime reporter for the New York Daily Ne]z?/s 1:rque5t10n e
Yvalter position. The two jobs were pretested so that the ’desiradreStaurant
ity characteristics were opposite of each other: the ideal crime Pefsona_l'
tough aqd aggressive, whereas the ideal waiter is deferential azéepolrter °
l?urlng the taped' interview, the two principals were interr P:’ iite.
iil} t?}lxzsbb};l se;reta?es ancfi coworkers, as in an actual busy ofl;ipc: Sitslelz_
jon. ehavior of one of these in “Mike” i .
two e:xperime‘ntal conditions. In oneti;;il,)tﬁ?k(e l\vgzlil;evgrvanel(‘i o
elrlenttlal z;lftzr b1nterrupting; in the other, he was rude and Zg%(r)elst:i\?; (iX(fite ;
Ea:k ?Eiv haiCh :f:d}zzesentedl; participants were given a surprise impressicfx;
had been consciously‘;gzsssedz)ibglllls ;E;?yb}fj ndidat}el a;l alll(On e
. s ' w much they liked Mike.
e 13;1;1:1;) tfh]'(z, Eyic:;gc;ls that the active conscious goal of evaluating a spe-
tered at the same tirnle a:;evzc;(lll)lc(tictaelcsiot}l:e aPPli?d e
- ’ ‘

w};)valte}rl—goal conditions would like “poli'ca(let l\PiIaiitésllr)r?s:: ':lrxlatrlhircll%r:etli\(/)ll'li nf
1\,111;1(2 ”a{) gt}}czrse 1{23;};: repofrlter—goal .conditi.on would actually like “1ruec,ie
Mike” bete t.h : l.s.conhrmed thlS. prediction. Because Mike’s behav-
for march evalua?eliia ities t zlit the active goal was looking for, and which
2004), participants Il)I? Stl}tll: erz:,plc)))r’t::}rlegiztlwce g?i?l' (See}f O e
2004, participants - ondition showed a significant
rude]{\ﬁike I}; clerer :sspi)cl)irtr;pﬁﬁiie‘to the other two conditions: They liked
ConSCioisse gﬁor;clismgosn zuppo.rt the hypothesis that conscious as well as non-
oreious go: ;nd eltlactllvatedz operate'autonomously in an open-ended
oo no?c' an all re elv:elnt information in the environment, even that
o consrimn ol oIrlgln:Zli éntended focgs of the goal pursuit (in the case
eqaious ¢ ShOV.V ntl;en E goal pursuits thus can have unintended con-
ormmalls ot o n by the results of' the control condition, we do not
e, under, aggresTw‘e people likable, and it is doubtful we’d like
e e ilke” unde norfna .c1rcumstances—but we do tend to like him if

a1 conet y evaluating others for some purpose in which rudenes
: Ega etsl?v:iness happen to be valued traits. S

e S .

pacticipnt (actlslzlﬁi;,as:on;? gartmpar}ts were 1nsFructed to help another
ers oo lactually 2 co e erate)”w1th an experimental task, while oth-
byporiec igned this helper” role. Consistent with the selfish-goal

, participants who were i o

e o Dasticipants concurrently helping someone (com-
money £ 2 ehaties andernot) showec% a greater willingness to donate
who stopped by thé experi;cl)e;c; clommlt thel.r time to helping a stranger
Lot o b e nental room, asking if the participant would
y questionnaire for her. Note that these are costs that one
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would not choose to incur were it not for this unintended influence of the
active goal (as shown by the control and deactivated-goal conditions of
that study), just as one would normally like a polite person more than a
rude one.

This last experiment also included a condition in which the conscious
helping goal was completed and no longer active at the time of the further
requests for help. Consistent with predictions as well as past theory and

evidence on goal effects (Atkinson & Birch, 1970; Forster, Liberman, &

Higgins, 2005; Kawada et al., 2004; Lewin, 1926), turning off the goal in
this way also eliminated the selfish-goal effect of causing the participant
to help anyone who asked for it, not only the person the participant con-
sciously intended to help. It is the currently active goal that is in charge of
attention, judgment, evaluation, and behavior, and turning off the goal
turns off its property of operating on any and all relevant information in
the environment.

Operation of the Selfish Goal

The preceding analysis suggests that it may be beneficial to depart from the

traditional homuncular view of social (and much of cognitive: see Bargh & |

Morsella, 2008) psychology, with its agentic, autonomous self said to be in
control of executive processes and goal pursuits, and instead conceptualize

the human motivational system as a collection of self-interested entities. |}

Increasingly, research is concluding that an organism can be optimally
designed (i.e., the fittest organism by natural selection terms) of conflict-

ing selfish agents (Dawkins, 1976; Kurzban & Aptikis, 2007; Livnat & |

Pippenger, 2006). As Livnat and Pippenger (2006) pointed out, “Unbe-
knownst to an agent, its actions may promote the goal of the collective,
given the actions of the other agents and the computational limitations.
Yet it does not necessarily follow that the agent’s goal aligns with that of
the collective or of any other agent by extension.” Instead, the human goal
system appears to have evolved as a collection of “selfish” agents, operat-
ing to attain their own end-states at whatever costs to other agents or even
its host organism.

Therefore, instead of viewing our goals as always operating in direct

service of our conscious agenda, in this section we ask an alternative ques- |

tion: How do our goals control us? In our view, the open-ended design and
autonomous operation of the selfish goal is the key to how it pursues it$
own attainment. To document the variety of mechanisms through which
active goals control our minds and behavior without our being aware of
it, we review evidence bearing on how conscious and nonconscious goals
operate as open-ended systems, following them from activation, through

it

=gy

The Selfish Goal 139

strategic operation, conflict with other selfish goals, and finally to comple-
tion (see also Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996).

Selfish Goals Drive Attention, Perception, and Evaluation

Once active, the goal directs one’s attention toward some (i.e., goal-
relevant) stimuli and away from others; the world is filtered through the
goal’s “eyes.” The active goal’s effect on selective attention has long been
known in the case of consciously pursued goals (Anderson & Pichert, 1978;
Bruner, 1957; Hastie & Park, 1986), but more recent research shows thi;
effect occurs in nonconscious goal pursuit as well (Chartrand & Bargh
1996, Study 2; Maner et al., 2003; McCulloch et al., 2008; Neuberg e;
al., 2004). For example, a nonconscious impression formation goal causes
greater selective attention to behavioral information inconsistent with the
target’s general pattern of behavior (Chartrand & Bargh, 1996, Study 2;
McCulloch et al., 2008), and a nonconscious mating goal drives greater,
selective attention to the potential romantic partners shown on a video-
screen (Maner et al., 2003; Neuberg et al., 2004).

The power of the effect of active goals on attention and memory is
such that very salient, unusual events can be missed entirely, as in the
“attentional blindness” research (Mack, 2003; Simons & Chabris, 1999).
!n one such study, participants given the explicit, conscious task of count-
ing the number of ball tosses between actors on a computer display failed
to notice a gorilla walking right through the ball-tossing game while they
were busy counting tosses.

. These effects on attention, encoding, and memory occur because the
active goalis only interested in facilitating its own attainment—to the exclu-
sion of other concerns, such as whether all available visual information has
been rF:layed to its host. The power of selfish-goal effects on attention and
encodmg is further indicated by the power of the currently active goal to
override otherwise automatic, chronic encoding tendencies. For example,

there is much evidence of the automatic manner in which other people are
8 encoded or categorized in terms of their race, age, and gender (e.g., Bargh,

1999; Brewer, 1988). However, if doing so hinders the successful comple-

3 t(l:0n of the currently active goal, this does not happen. Kurzban, Tooby, and
. Cosmides (2001, Study 2) gave participants the explicit goal of impression

fo . . .
rmation and subsequently presented them with a situation wherein allied

:, targets were visibly linked by shirt color. The experimenters found that

arcic: ; : .
fh art1c1pants enched targets using the most useful information current to
t context, which in this case, was target shirt color, to a greater extent

5 than race (which did not designate targets’ group affiliations).

Moskowitz, Gollwitzer, Wasel, and Schaal (1999) provided a particu-

 larly powerful demonstration of the selfish goal dominating potentially
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antagonistic automatic processes. In their studies, those participants with
a strongly held goal to treat others in an egalitarian fashion showed evi-
dence of inhibiting automatically activated stereotypes toward minority
groups. The active egalitarian goal, once again, overrode the otherwise
automatic tendency to categorize people in terms of the group stereotype,
because doing so would run counter to the active goal’s aim of treating
people the same regardless of race, gender, or ethnicity.

Treating other people fairly is a positive social goal of course, but
in line with the notion that the self comprises of many, often-conflicting
goals, people also have strong goals to protect their self-esteem. If this self-
protective goal is active, for example following a threat to one’s self-esteem
(e.g., failure at a task), it can instead cause the stereotyping of minority
group members, even under conditions known to normally prevent such
stereotyping. In a series of experiments by Spencer, Fein, Wolfe, Fong, and
Dunn (1998), automatic stereotyping effects were shown to be blocked by
an attentional load (secondary task) manipulation, replicating earlier work
by Gilbert and Hixon (1991). The secondary task thus created conditions
under which it was difficult for automatic stereotyping of minority group
members to occur.

Next, Spencer et al. (1998) threatened the self-esteem of some partici- ;

pants through bogus failure feedback, thus presumably triggering a goal
to restore positive self-regard. This active self-protective goal was able to
overcome the load conditions as automatic stereotyping effects were found

to reemerge for this group: the goal of maintaining self-esteem using the |

means of denigration of others, strong enough to overcome the obstacle
(attentional load) in its way.

The currently active goal also has the power to override chronic, auto-

matic attitudes. Ferguson and Bargh (2004) showed that though a goal is
active, stimuli that facilitate attainment of that goal are automatically (non-
consciously and immediately) evaluated positively, even if those stimuli are
otherwise viewed negatively. When the goal was completed, evaluations
were found to revert immediately back to their default state. These findings
are reminiscent of the successful intervention by Sherif, Harvey, White,
Hood, and Sherif (1961) in the famous Robbers’ Cave summer camp study:
Giving the two warring bands of campers a common goal, for which they
needed the cooperation of the other group to succeed, made friends out of
summer-long “enemies.”

And in another demonstration of an active (nonconscious) goal over-

riding automatic, habitual responding, Sassenberg and Moskowitz (2005)}

primed a “think-different” goal of generating creative solutions to a prob-
lem. Participants in the think-different condition indeed generated more

unusual uses for a given object and more uncommon answers in a free-

association task, instead of the usual, more easily generated ones.
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successful Goals Are Self-Perpetuating

Once a gpal pursuit attempt is completed, the goal deactivates (e.g., Atkin-
son & Birch, 1970; Lewin, 1926) and then inhibits the mental rejpresen—
tation.s used to attain the goal (Forster et al., 2005). In the case of non-
conscious goal pursuit, it is clear that the deactivation of the goal must
occur independently of conscious intention and awareness (because the
individual was not even aware the goal was active in the first place). Thus
several studies have found that once a nonconscious goal is satisfied its’
influence on cognition and behavior disappears (e.g., Kawada et al. 20(’)4).
The same goal turn-off effect occurs for conscious goals as well of’course
even for positively valued, prosocial goals such as helping anot,her persor;
(Bargh et al., 2007, Study 3). Our point is that the goal turn-off is part
of the autonomous operation of the (selfish) goal, and not under the indi-
vidual’s (or self’s) awareness and control; this can be seen most clearly in
studies where an unequivocally positive goal deactivates after fulfillment
actually inhibiting the individual from continuing to behave in this posi—’
tive fashion! A dramatic example of this phenomenon is found in recent
research on “moral credentials” (e.g., Monin & Miller, 2001).

Moni.n and Miller (2001) found that participants who were given the
opportunity to disagree with blatantly sexist comments (thus fulfilling
their goal to be egalitarian and nonsexist) were later more willing (com-
pared' to a control condition) to recommend a man for a stereotypically
male job. According to the authors, after participants had been allowed to
establish their moral credentials in the first part of the experiment, they
stopped pursuing this goal in a subsequent part. Thus, after the egalit’arian
goal was fulﬁlled, it shut off, leaving its “host” individual vulnerable to
behaving in a manner contrary to his or her egalitarian values.

The recently discovered “Macbeth effect” (Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006)
P}:OYlde'S gnother illustration of the goal-completion effect running ;gainst
;af; t{nfllt/1§1_1?‘1’sr?r.esur1}fed vaﬂlues.ajnd befrlaviqral intentions. .In this study,
par icipanis werc induced to consider perforning suine uneihical belaviors
stlld;‘_leéf) :Ifll;;lrilc\l/i(r)l Z zgﬁice lalmogg §ever.';1ll small g.if.ts for taking part ir.l the
o ch g pared £0 2 con rol con 1t1h(l)r1, t f;lse participants were more likely
who srere svom o ([)) sue-wipe than other gifts. Most important, those
NS pportunity to wash the%r hands after contemplating the

or subsequently were less likely to help a stranger. Consid-

. erin a . . .
g an unethical act thus triggered the participants’ goal to cleanse them-

s . . :
elves in any way possible (i.e., morally or physically), and satisfying that

l8;1):(11 by washing of the hands (physical cleansing) turned off the goal and
- e it less likely they would engage in ethical behavior (moral cleansing).

When participants who were morally threatened washed their hands,

.the ‘selﬁsh goal was fulfilled—and therefore no longer on the lookout for
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opportunities to restore its host’s moral self. Consequently, participants
who were morally restored were more likely to decline helping a person
in need. Once again, as with the moral-credentialing effect, the effect of
completion of the cleansing goal runs counter to the presumed conscious
intentions of the individual. As one of the Macbeth-effect study’s authors
asked rhetorically in an on-line interview, “Do you really want your past
sins to be easily washed away, which discourages you from engaging in
ethical behaviors to help others?” (Hirshon, 2006).

The autonomy of selfish-goal operation even extends to its own per-
petuation (another similarity between goals and genes). The consequences
of conscious goal attempts for affective experience (mood) and the future
strength of that goal have long been established (e.g., Bandura, 1977; Carver
& Scheier, 1981; Heckhausen, 1991). Success at the attempt produces posi-
tive mood and increased tendencies to pursue that goal in the future; fail-
ure produces the opposite consequences. Research on nonconscious goal
pursuit has shown that the same consequences accrue for goal attempts
the individual is not even aware of making (Chartrand & Bargh, 2002).
Participants were given an anagram task that was very easy or impossible
to solve; the importance of this task was downplayed by the experimenter
as a “filler task” in the larger study. However, for participants previously
primed with the achievement (high-performance) goal, but not for control
group participants, working on the easy anagram task (success condition)
resulted in elevated mood and increased motivation to work on a subse-

quent verbal task, and working on the difficult anagram task produced |

depressed mood and lower effort on the subsequent task.
Thus, successful goals become stronger (more likely to be pursued

again by the individual) and unsuccessful goals become weaker, all with- |
out the individual’s knowledge or consent. Presumably this change in

future goal strength is driven by the positive versus negative affect associ-
ated with the goal; that is, its “incentive value.” As noted earlier, Pessigli-
one et al. (2007) showed this incentive value can be manipulated outside

of conscious awareness, having the same effect on the individual’s effort

and performance as when manipulated explicitly and consciously. Simi-

larly, recent experimental work by Custers and Aarts (2005, 2007) showed |

that conditioning a positive affective response to the name of a particular

goal increases the chances the individual will pursue that goal over other |

possible alternatives, without the participants being aware of this influ-
ence on their choice of action. Thus, successful goals are self-perpetuating;
more to the present point, their increase in strength and thus probability o

being pursued in the future by the individual is determined autonomously, |

through mechanisms independent of the individual’s conscious awareness
and intent.
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Conclusions

Just as genes are the unit of natural selection, not the individual organism
or species (Dawkins, 1976), so too are active goals the unit of behavioral
selection and control, not the individual pursuing them. We have reviewed
evidence in support of the selfish-goal hypothesis that currently active
goals operate independently of conscious awareness and purposes and can
thus l?e shown to yield consequences that run counter to the individual’s
conscious intentions and values.

The theoretical parents of the selfish-goal hypothesis are “selfish-gene”
theory (Dawkins, 1976) combined with the widely held view in evolution-
ary biology (and by some in evolutionary psychology) that motivations are
the present-day agents of genetic influences from the distant past. Genes
as the unit of natural selection pursue their own agenda (propagation)
whether or not this is in the best interest of their host organism; similarly
goals (when active) as the proxies of genetic influences guide human cog—,
nition apd behavior toward the goals’ desired end-states, independently
of conscious awareness and guidance by the individual. Goals, conscious
and unconscious alike, are the local agents of genes, their instantiation in
present time. Therefore, just as the selfish gene operates to further its own
agenda independently of the interests of its host organism (for the gene, not
the organism, is the unit of natural selection; see Dawkins, 1976; Dem,lett
‘1995), the selfish goal has only its attainment “in mind” and not t,he overali
interests of the goal holder. Accordingly, we have reviewed evidence from
many domains that consistently show conscious and unconscious goal pur-
suit pfoduce judgmental and behavioral outcomes that the person does not
consciously intend and might well seek to avoid if aware of them.

~We emphasize in closing that the fact of the “selfish goal” does not at
all 1mply selfishness at the level of the individual person, mainly because
the individual or “self” comprises many goals—self-interested ones to be
sure, but also prosocial and morally principled ones as well (e.g., Mans-
brlcciige, 1.990; Sen, 1978). Prosocial goals such as cooperation, helping,
and putting the welfare of others over one’s own have been shown to oper-
ate entirely automatically and nonconsciously, testifying to their innate or
well-practiced nature (see Bargh et al., 2001, Study 2; Chen et al., 2001).
of O;l\lzfelfghie(sglr:[eanig;;c)t'ing one’s own welfare and needs above those
tion of ap“sellaﬂess” ( :tr,t L ; {enfck;, 199.0)., perhaps the best demonstra-
the Chen cr al. 3001 ed eve th e 1nd1.v1'dua1) selfish goa} comes from
with o conc;: ) study in w 1.ch participants noncoqsc1ously primed
pt of power were given a choice of experimental tasks to

c : X
: v;)mplete, with full knowledge that an ostensibly late other participant
1 ould have to do the remaining tasks. For those participants with a com-

.
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munal relationship orientation (who tend to care more about the welfare
of those they have power over; see Clark & Mills, 1993), the nonconscious
effect of power was to activate their communal or altruistic goals, causing
them to take more of the task burden on themselves, leaving less for the
other person to do. And in another experiment (Bargh et al., 2001, Study
2), subliminal priming of the goal of cooperation caused participants play-
ing the role of a fishing company to voluntarily put more fish back into
a lake to replenish the fish population, thereby reducing their own prof-
its in the game. These experimental findings were not driven by any self-
presentational or “demand” effects given their nonconscious nature (the
participants were not aware of the cause of their prosocial behavior), and
thus demonstrate that goals that are selfish in terms of their own agenda,
completion, and perpetuation are not selfish in terms of only pursuing the
individual’s own self-interest.

That goals can be selfish without making their “owners” selfish is
a nice idea on which to end this chapter. It shows yet again that it is the
active goal that is the unit of autonomous behavior control, not the indi-
vidual human being (or “self”)—just as Dawkins and others had shown
carlier that the gene is the unit of natural selection, not the individual
organism. The selfish goal pursues its agenda regardless of whether this
fits the agenda of its individual host, just as selfish genes pursue their own
propagation whether or not this is good for their host organisms. Con-
scious intentions and active goals are not the same thing, not at the level

of brain physiology, nor at the level of the outcomes they produce. Little |

wonder then that to “know thyself,” the task assigned to visitors by the
ancient oracle of Delphi, is such a difficult one.
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