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Abstract 

Three studies examine individuals’ implicit sensitivity to the absence of 

motivation perceived in others and how the nature of this sensitivity is moderated by 

individuals’ own motivational states. Using a subliminal priming paradigm, Study 1 

tested a direct perception-behavior link between perceiving indifference in others and 

applying such indifference towards one’s own pursuits. Study 2 then examined how 

individuals who are primed in advance with a nonconscious achievement goal show 

counteraction to the indifference perceived in others. Using a video-based priming 

paradigm, Study 3 then found that such goal-driven counteraction to indifference 

occurred only among individuals with higher action control—those who had the ability 

to sustain goal pursuit after the intention to pursue it had been formed. In contrast, 

individuals with lower action control in Study 3 were more susceptible to indifference 

than all other participants, particularly when an achievement goal was made highly 

active in memory. These influences were found in all three studies to occur largely 

without participants’ conscious intent or awareness.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Ambitions Lost to the Indifference of Others 

Nobel laureate Dag Hammarskjöld once suggested that a person’s dignity is 

genuine only when it cannot be diminished by the indifference of others (Hammarskjold 

1964). His observation seemed to be directed at the notion that people readily confer 

upon themselves the same lack of motivation they see in others; and indeed, we often do 

see in others marked states of apathy and listlessness, but to what extent do such 

perceptions actually affect our own goal commitment and striving?  

Much has been said recently about the ways in which others’ enthusiasm might 

inspire us, but relatively little is known about how others’ indifference might in turn 

undermine our pursuits. Can others turn us off to goals in the same way that they can 

turn us on to them? If so, what is required for this type of influence—does it operate like 

other social contagion processes in that mere exposure to another’s indifference can 

suffice to exert an influence? Also, and importantly, do individuals always confer upon 

themselves the indifference they perceive in others or might individuals’ reactions vary 

by their own motivational states and dispositions? These questions form the basis of the 

present work, in which I explore the nature of implicit motivational influences not in the 

traditional context of how the presence of others’ motivation enhances individuals’ goal 

commitment and striving, but rather how the absence of others’ motivation might 

threaten or perhaps even undermine individuals’ goal commitment and striving. 
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I am examining this hypothesized sensitivity for its potentially broad 

implications for self-regulation. For instance, adopting the lack of motivation perceived 

in others might often interfere with goal pursuit and delay goal attainment. However, 

such sensitivity may also serve an important self-regulatory function because 

individuals cannot always actively pursue their goals and thus they might benefit from 

being sensitive to social cues that indicate when they can reduce the intensity of their 

striving. The very idea that goals can be activated by environmental cues (see Bargh et 

al. 2001; Chartrand and Bargh 1996) inherently suggests that goals are not always highly 

active and that at some point they must deactivate to some degree. Therefore, much in 

the same way that interpersonal cues might signal when it is time to get to work, so too 

might such cues signal to individuals when it is time to put their work away. And 

although cues suggesting a lack of motivation in others may be seen as interfering by 

those who are actively pursuing a goal, such cues might also serve as regulatory guides 

to those who are only passively pursuing a goal or those who are uncertain about their 

intention to pursue it at all.  

But how pervasive are these cues and how susceptible are people to them? 

Research in this area increasingly indicates that individuals rely on others for self-

regulatory guidance rather chronically and automatically—that is, without much 

conscious intent or awareness (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2004; Vohs and Finkel 2006); and, a 

growing history of studies suggests that mere exposure to certain social cues can suffice 
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to trigger goal pursuit automatically (e.g., Bargh 1990; Chartrand and Bargh 1996). 

Relatively little work, however, has examined individuals’ sensitivity to social cues that 

signal deactivation of goals and reductions in goal striving. For example, studies 

examining how individuals “catch” the motivational states of others primarily focus on 

reactions to others’ heightened activity toward goals (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 

2004; Leander, Shah, and Chartrand 2009a), and yet to be considered is how individuals 

might just as readily react to others’ lack of goal activity. Given the pervasiveness of 

social cues that signal when to engage in goal pursuit, then, so too might there exist 

many social cues that signal when not to pursue goals.  

If indifference-signaling cues do indeed exist, what are they? Prior research 

would suggest that these cues are embedded in the social environment, and as such, 

individuals might not always consciously notice them when they are present or be 

consciously aware of their potential influence. For example, individuals often come to 

implicitly associate particular environmental cues (e.g., the library) with specific 

corresponding behaviors (e.g., speaking softly), such that merely cueing the 

environment itself can trigger the appropriate behavioral responses nonconsciously 

(Aarts and Dijksterhuis 2003). Such situation-behavior contingencies might also apply to 

social cues that trigger indifference; indeed, children who grow up with deadbeat 

parents, attend underfunded schools, or have role models that devalue hard work are 

often not expected to be very committed towards achievement themselves. Although it 
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is already known that individuals reduce their striving towards goals when situational 

cues imply a lack of opportunity for their pursuit (Carver and Scheier 2000), the present 

work considers the possibility that individuals also reduce their striving towards goals 

when situational cues imply that others lack the motivation to do so. That is, people may 

often perceive indifference in others and apply such indifference to their own pursuits 

without much conscious intent or awareness. 

Another important question is whether individuals are invariantly susceptible to 

the indifference they perceive in others. Individuals’ automatic tendency to imitate the 

behaviors and motivational states of others tends to be moderated by individuals’ own 

current needs and goals (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Lakin and Chartrand 2003), 

and the same is expected to be true of individuals’ tendency to imitate the indifference 

they perceive in others. Indeed, cues suggesting a lack of motivation in others might 

have different meanings for perceivers who are actively pursuing a goal than for those 

who are not, potentially affecting their automatic behavioral and motivational reactions 

to those cues. That is, before goal commitment, individuals might rely on cues signifying 

an absence of motivation in others to gauge a goal’s potential worthiness. After goal 

commitment, however, such cues may instead need to be countered in order to ensure 

goal attainment. Indeed, the indifference perceived in others might discourage goal 

pursuit among those who are not very committed to a goal, but might also reinforce the 

commitment of those who are already actively pursuing it. 
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 I sought in the present research, then, to examine the consequences of perceiving 

absences of motivation in others. Specifically, I examine whether mere exposure to 

indifference-related social cues might undermine individuals’ own goal striving and 

whether the nature of this hypothesized sensitivity is moderated by individuals own 

current motivations and chronic regulatory orientations. To examine this issue most 

effectively, I will first define indifference as I use it in the present research and review 

literature that suggests that goals frequently deactivate over the course of their pursuit—

often to levels of activation below baseline levels of activity. Second, I will review 

studies that examine how individuals often withdraw motivationally when in the 

company of others who show a lack of motivation or goal commitment. Third, I will 

review the automatic link between perception and behavior as it applies to motivational 

contagion processes; specifically examining how individuals might often confer upon 

their own pursuits the same indifference they perceive that others are showing towards 

theirs. I then present three studies that explore individuals’ implicit sensitivity to others’ 

indifference, both in terms of susceptibility to such influences as well as counteraction to 

them. 

1.2 Indifference: A perceived or experienced lack of motivation 

Before considering how individuals might be affected by the perceived 

indifference of others, I will first define indifference as I use it in this work and review 

studies that document how indifference might be cued situationally. I then further 
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clarify my definition of indifference by distinguishing it from other motivational 

processes that share similar behavioral outcomes (e.g., distraction, redirection, 

reactance), before moving on to subsequent sections in which I present a trait-behavior 

priming approach to understanding how merely perceiving others’ indifference towards 

their pursuits may suffice to prime in perceivers a related sense of indifference towards 

their own. 

The first issue to address is the concept of “indifference”, which I define in the 

present work as state of being unmotivated towards a goal as relative to the context, 

expectations, and needs of the perceiver. I assume that perceiving a state of 

“indifference” in others involves recognition of the relatively low level of goal-directed 

motivation displayed by others that cannot be explained by the presence of some other 

goal-related desire or pursuit. A “goal” is a desired outcome or end state that represents 

the fulfillment of a particular desire or need, and people’s commitment to their goals 

tend to wax and wane as their needs and opportunities for goal attainment wax and 

wane. This means that indifference towards one or more goals is a natural part of self-

regulation, and is necessary in light of everything individuals are pursuing at once (e.g., 

Shah 2005). Thus, an underlying assumption I make throughout this dissertation is that 

indifference is a motivational state indicating low goal commitment or low levels of goal 

activity. 
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Indifference is perhaps best understood when compared to goal activation. The 

present research follows previous assumptions that goals are represented in the minds 

of their pursuers much in the same way that other knowledge constructs are (Bargh 

1990; Kruglanski 1996; Shah and Kruglanski 2000), meaning that goals can become 

cognitively associated with specific social cues and thus be triggered to heightened 

levels of activity when those cues are present (Aarts and Dijksterhuis 2000; Bargh and 

Gollwitzer 1994; Shah and Kruglanski 2003). When goals become highly active in 

memory, individuals’ commitment to attain those goals typically increases as well and 

individuals tend to engage in greater goal-directed behavior than before. This is not 

necessarily a deliberative process, either, in that individuals need not be consciously 

aware of their exposure to the cues that activate a goal in their minds nor need they be 

consciously aware that a goal has been activated for it to shape their subsequent 

behavior (Bargh et al. 2001; Shah 2003a).  

Socially cued indifference is assumed to operate in a similar manner, except that 

social cues are instead triggering a reduction in goal activity to levels lower than before. 

Goals pursuit might deactivate in this way for a variety of reasons, and in the present 

analysis I assume that whereas the cues that trigger activation of a goal might be those 

that represent the means to pursue it (Shah and Kruglanski 2003; Shah et al. 2003), the 

cues that deactivate a goal might be those that instead represent reasons not to pursue it. 

For instance, individuals can be conditioned to cognitively associate a specific 
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environmental cue (e.g., a noise or relationship partner) with negative motivational 

outcomes (e.g., feeling controlled—a violation of autonomy motivation, Brehm 1966; 

Deci and Ryan 1999), such that exposure to that cue in later and unrelated situations can 

nonconsciously re-invoke those negative experiences and subsequently undermine both 

focal task motivation and performance (Chartrand, Dalton, and Fitzsimons 2007; Ratelle, 

Baldwin, and Vallerand 2004). As another example, perceiving in others an unwanted 

outcome of goal pursuit (e.g., seeing an obese person consuming large quantities of 

food) can spontaneously undermine the perceiver’s own pursuit of that goal (McFerran 

et al. 2008). In short, not all goal-related cues in the social environment increase a 

perceiver’s desire for a goal; some cues can (and do) reduce a goal’s desirability and they 

may do so without the person’s conscious intent or awareness. Such situationally cued 

drops in a goal striving represent the essence of the indifference-inducing influence that 

others can have on a person, but no studies to date have yet demonstrated direct effects 

of perceiving indifference in others on individuals’ own subsequent goal pursuit. 

I should also note that when I discuss indifference I do not necessarily imply an 

absolute lack of goal activity; as a perceived or experienced lack of motivation may often 

only be relative to what was expected or what existed before. Indeed, another 

assumption being made in the present work is that goals vary in their levels of 

activation; operating at any moment along a continuum of differing degrees of 

activation, ranging from extremely low (e.g., apathy or listlessness) to extremely high 
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(e.g., fanaticism, but also flow--Csikszentmihaly 1991). Put differently, I regard goal 

activity as continuous (low-high) rather than binary (on-off), meaning that although a 

goal may become highly active or absolutely inert, most of the time its level of activity—

and therefore its influence on behavior—is somewhere between those two extremes and 

can thus be either increased or decreased by social cues. For instance, researchers have 

found that a goal to help others can be primed to varying levels of activation in 

individuals’ minds by varying their degree of exposure to helping-related social cues 

(Dik and Aarts 2007), which clearly suggests that goal activation is not binary. I 

therefore assume that even at very low levels of goal activation, individuals will still at 

least passively pursue the goal, when situationally appropriate, so long as the goal is 

implicitly regarded as positive and desirable (basic prerequisites for motivation, e.g., 

Custers and Aarts 2005). Thus, whether in perceiving or experiencing it, a state of 

indifference may often be highly relative both individually and situationally.  

1.2.1 Evidence of Situationally Cued Indifference 

Prior studies have documented several ways that social influences can facilitate 

indifference towards goals. First, people often experience greater indifference towards a 

goal when others seem to be pursuing it in socially inappropriate ways. For instance, 

Aarts and colleagues (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004) had heterosexual males 

imagine a man to either be pursuing casual sex with a woman he met at a bar or not, and 

found that participants who had also been instructed to imagine that this man was 
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expecting a baby with some other woman subsequently showed reduced desire to 

engage in sex-related behaviors themselves, relative to other participants (2004). In 

effect, those who imagined an inappropriate pursuit of a goal demonstrated less desire 

for that goal than those in the control conditions, suggesting that they became more 

indifferent towards sex as a function of their exposure to the social cues.  

People can also experience greater indifference when they repeatedly fail at a 

goal. In a study on learned helplessness, participants’ performance on a task gradually 

worsened with incremental increases of failure feedback (Mikulincer 1988). This form of 

goal deactivation following failure feedback was perhaps best characterized by Carver 

and Scheier (2000), who suggested that individuals will often give up on goals that are 

currently unattainable and return to them later when the situation is more 

accommodating to their pursuit. Goal deactivation resulting from repeated goal failure 

is also observed in the way that aging singles gradually reduce their striving for 

intimacy as their prospects of finding a viable partner fade with time (Wrosch and 

Heckhausen 1999). These examples also highlight how becoming more indifferent 

towards certain pursuits might facilitate optimal self-regulation, because individuals 

readily reduce their commitment and activity towards goals that become unattainable 

(see also Klinger 1975).  

Along similar lines, individuals may also become more indifferent towards goals 

that become associated with negatively valenced stimuli. In contrast to how individuals 
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can be pulled towards acting on social cues that represent the means to attain a goal 

(Koffka 1935; Shah and Kruglanski 2003), individuals can also be pulled “down” 

motivationally when exposed to social cues suggesting the presence of unwanted 

outcomes—such as when goal-threatening stimuli are present or when goal pursuit 

would interfere with other valued interests (Chen and Bargh 1999; Shah, Friedman, and 

Kruglanski 2002). This process of being pulled “down” motivationally can also be highly 

automatic, for research has shown that implicitly pairing negatively valenced words 

with a goal can automatically undermine individuals’ subsequent desire for that goal (to 

levels lower than controls, Aarts, Custers, and Holland 2007; also Custers and Aarts 

2005). Thus, negative associations can implicitly facilitate indifference towards goals. 

 It should be noted, however, that people also become more indifferent towards 

goals when they are attained or when sufficient progress in them is made—those goals 

often deactivate to levels of pursuit well below their baseline. For instance, Forster, 

Lieberman and Higgins (2005) found that once an experimentally-assigned goal was 

attained by participants (finding a pair of glasses), their cognitive accessibility of that 

goal reduced to a level lower than even those not given the goal (see also Marsh, Hicks, 

and Bink 1998). In other words, finding the pair of glasses reduced their subsequent goal 

activity to a very low level, suggesting indifference towards that goal after it was 

attained. Such deactivation following attainment has also been observed for goals that 
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are activated and pursued nonconsciously (Chartrand et al. 2008), indicating that goal 

activity can decrease with or without conscious awareness. 

In sum, goals have been traditionally shown to deactivate in the minds of their 

pursuers when they become associated with negative behaviors or outcomes or when 

the goals are either attained or become unattainable. This suggests that reductions in 

goal striving are a common occurrence and that goals might frequently deactivate over 

the course of their pursuit. Importantly, when goal pursuit deactivates individuals’ 

subsequent levels of commitment and activity towards the goal resemble a state of 

indifference as I define it in the present work. 

1.2.2 Distinguishing Indifference from Other Motivational States 

As part of defining indifference it is important that I also distinguish it from 

other motivational processes that may produce similar behavioral outcomes but 

nonetheless involve different underlying motivations. For instance, individuals can 

often be pulled away from their focal goals by social cues suggesting alternative pursuits 

(Shah and Kruglanski 2002), but this is an example of being “pulled away” rather then 

“pulled down”, and it is important to distinguish both conceptually and empirically 

how people can stop a pursuit because they are simply losing the motivation to pursue it 

(becoming indifferent), rather than stopping because of an interfering motivation 

(becoming distracted), a more attractive alternative (being redirected), or being pushed 
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away by others’ pursuit of the goal (reactance or self-evaluation maintenance) or those 

others’ antipathy towards it.  

Although individuals who are motivationally distracted might often show 

reduced striving towards a goal, they do so primarily because they are instead focusing 

on something else and not necessarily because they desire the original goal any less. This 

distinction is highlighted in research illustrating that individuals are often distracted 

from their moral or health-related goals by opportunities to indulge in more 

immediately rewarding activities (e.g., risky sex, drug use), particularly when these 

temptations are highly valued by those around them (see, for instance, Leary, 

Tchividijian, and Kraxberger 1994; also Martin and Leary 2001). Thus, people’s desire to 

engage in leisure activities or to be accepted socially might momentarily distract them 

from other important pursuits, making them appear less committed to pursue their 

moral or health-related goals than they really are. People may also become distracted 

because of their ever-shifting goal priorities, such as when a more fundamental need 

demands immediate attention (e.g., autonomy, Brehm 1966;  or achievement, Darley and 

Batson 1973). 

Distraction may be difficult to distinguish from indifference even by those who 

are experiencing these states because both can occur automatically and without 

conscious awareness. For instance, those who have chronic problems exerting self-

control or those who implicitly associate power with sex might be tempted towards sex 
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rather nonconsciously after their self-control resources are taxed or in situations that 

give them social power (Bargh et al. 1995; Gailliot and Baumeister 2007). Ultimately, 

however, indifference and distraction are distinct processes because distraction involves 

reduced goal striving as a function of competing goal activation (creating a conflict of 

interests or self-control dilemma, Cantor and Blanton 1996; Trope and Fishbach 2000), 

whereas indifference refers to a reduction in striving in the absence of any other 

motivation.  

Individuals might also seem indifferent not because they are distracted but 

because they are redirecting their attention towards another goal that has the potential 

to replace the focal goal. Many goals are highly substitutable for each other—both means 

to the same end—and people may often become less motivated to attain a goal when it 

becomes highly redundant with another (Shah, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2002). As an 

example, individuals might have two distinct subgoals (e.g., be an academic, be 

wealthy) that nevertheless serve the same higher-order goal (e.g., have an interesting 

life); if they perceive opportunities to attain the higher order goal by pursuing only one 

of the two subgoals, then those individuals might redirect their commitment away from 

the redundant subgoal and behave with what seems like indifference towards it (Shah 

and Kruglanski 2000). However, this process differs from indifference because it too 

involves a competing goal alternative. 
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I should note that in the present work I also distinguish indifference-related 

reductions in goal striving from outright goal disengagement (as defined by Wrosch and 

Heckhausen 1999). Although there is certainly obvious overlap between disengagement 

and indifference, disengagement focuses on issues of keeping a goal versus letting it go 

in a more permanent sense, whereas indifference involves the withdrawal of goal 

commitment or striving in the moment. Indifference may certainly become more chronic 

and thus lead to disengagement, but that is another issue that is beyond the scope of this 

paper.  

In sum, I assume that indifference is a particular motivational state that involves 

a withdrawal of goal commitment and striving independent of any other motives. Next, 

I will review evidence for individuals’ perceptual sensitivity to the motivational 

shortcomings of others, specifically considering how individuals’ general sensitivity to 

others might facilitate the perception and adoption of others’ indifference.  

1.3 When Not Doing is Seen: Social Sensitivity to Indifference 

The central thesis of the present work is that perceiving an absence of motivation 

in others can significantly affect perceivers’ own goal pursuit. Although no previously 

reported studies directly suggest that perceiving another’s lack of motivation can 

undermine perceivers’ own goal commitment and striving, several studies do indicate 

that individuals automatically adjust their own level of goal striving to match the 

reduced efforts, abilities, or expectancies they perceive in others. Indeed, people 
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chronically manage their goal pursuits based at least in part on the goals, standards, and 

preferences of those around them (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2004; Vohs and Finkel 2006), so 

next I review how concepts related to indifference might be made salient by others and 

how such heightened salience in turn might affect perceivers’ own subsequent goal-

directedness and motivation.  

That individuals regulate their own efforts based on how much (or how little) 

effort is being exerted by others has been acknowledged at least since Triplett (1898), 

who observed that competitive cyclists regulated their own cycling speed based on the 

relative speed of other cyclists who immediately surrounded them. Individuals also use 

the goal progress being made by others as reference points to regulate their own goal-

directed efforts (e.g., Lockwood and Kunda 1997; Wood 1989), meaning that just how 

perceiving high levels of progress in others might increase perceivers’ goal striving, so 

too might perceiving low levels of progress decrease perceivers’ own striving. For 

instance, perceiving reduced effort in a competitor might let individuals relax their own 

efforts without feeling threatened, or perceiving reduced progress in a friend might 

persuade individuals to ease their own efforts as not to outpace them. And although it is 

well known that individuals generally exert less effort when working as part of a group, 

their likelihood of loafing increases when they believe that other group members are 

also exerting less effort (Jackson and Harkins 1985; Kerr 1983).  
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As such, it seems that in social situations individuals readily adjust their goal 

striving relative to the striving that is perceived in those around them. Such adjustments 

might occur as a result of adopting others’ appraisals of a goal (beliefs about other’s 

subjective opinions of a goal’s value or difficulty), or they might occur through a direct 

perception-behavior process in which merely inferring indifference in others can 

activate a related sense of indifference in the minds of perceivers. I review both 

possibilities next. 

1.3.1 An Indifference of Opinion 

Individuals often experience greater indifference towards goals that others 

devalue, regard as too difficult, or are not highly committed to seeing attained. 

Understanding that individuals’ own mobilization of attention and effort towards a goal 

is often dependent on their expectancies regarding that goal’s attainability, difficulty, 

and value (some principles of Energization Theory, Wright and Brehm 1989), it is 

possible that individuals who assimilate to others’ low expectancies and goal appraisals 

are quite susceptible to experiencing indifference themselves. 

Expectancies regarding the goals, values, and standards held by others are 

important qualities of their implicit influence, as studies have shown that subliminal 

activation of specific relationship partners can correspondingly activate goals that those 

others tend to want the individuals to pursue (Shah 2003a, 2003b), that the individuals 

tend to pursue with those others (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2003; see also Glassman and 
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Andersen 1999), or that those others tend to pursue on their own (Aarts et al. 2005; see 

also Leander, Shah, and Chartrand 2009b). Evidence for the automatic influence of 

others’ expectancies first emerged when Baldwin and colleagues (Baldwin, Carrell, and 

Lopez 1990) observed that graduate students who were subliminally primed with 

images of a scowling department head devalued their own ideas more readily than 

those who were subliminally primed with other images. Although this study 

demonstrated the pervasive influence of others who are thought to have high (rather 

than low) expectations for perceivers, they nonetheless indicate that others can 

nonconsciously facilitate indifference towards individuals’ own goal pursuits. 

Other people’s appraisals of a goal’s value can also be influential, for individuals 

assimilate rather automatically to the low valuations that others place on goals. As an 

example of this, participants in one study by Shah (2003a) were instructed that they 

would be completing a task that was supposedly an accurate measure of their analytic 

reasoning (unscrambling anagrams). Participants rated the extent to which they believed 

their father valued analytic reasoning and then they were subliminally primed with 

either father-related words or control words before working on the anagram task. 

Results indicated that among father-primed participants, the less their father valued 

analytic reasoning the worse they performed on the “analytic reasoning” (anagram) task 

themselves. This suggests reduced goal energization among participants who 

assimilated to their fathers’ low valuation of the goal. 
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 Individuals are also sensitive to others’ appraisals of how difficult a goal will be 

for them to attain. For instance, individuals readily conform to the low performance 

expectancies of those with whom they wish to affiliate (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004; 

Prislin and Wood 2005; Zanna and Pack 1975). Indeed, the low expectancies perceived to 

be held by others can be deflating for individuals in a variety of ways, including 

disidentification in important goal domains (and a reduction of striving) as a function of 

individuals’ salient social identities (Shih, Pittinsky, and Ambady 1999; Steele 1997). This 

process of conforming to the low performance expectancies thought to be held by others 

can also occur nonconsciously (Leander, Chartrand, and Wood 2009), suggesting that 

cues that simply bring others’ indifference to mind might suffice to affect individuals’ 

own subsequent goal striving. 

 In sum, people often regulate their own efforts based on the relative effort, 

expectancies, and commitments perceived in those around them. Such regulation often 

results in withdrawals of motivation and greater indifference towards the individuals’ 

own pursuits. Given this, it seems plausible that bringing to mind concepts merely 

associated with indifference could suffice to exert a motivationally undermining 

influence, a possibility I review next. 

1.3.1 Undermined and Unaware: Priming Indifference Through Direct 
Trait Activation 
 

People seem to intuitively know that a party is over when someone yawns, that 

the fun is ending and that it is time to leave. Whether after dinner or during class, the 
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onset of someone yawning can spread rapidly across the room. But can yawning, as 

contagious as it seems to be (Chartrand, Maddux, and Lakin 2005, for a brief review), 

also spread the lack of motivation it implies? That is, understanding that behaviors such 

as yawning occur more frequently during exposure to stimuli that are boring (Provine 

and Hamernik 1986), does mere perception of yawning also bring to mind related 

concepts of boredom and indifference? Thus far, indifference has been considered only 

in terms of individuals’ social sensitivities to goal-related concepts such as a lack of 

effort, lack of commitment, or low expectancies, but how motivationally sensitive are 

individuals also to behavioral cues that typify a general state of indifference? Can 

concepts related to “indifference” be primed directly in individuals’ minds to affect their 

subsequent goal commitment and striving? 

These question stem from the longstanding notion that merely thinking about a 

behavior increases individuals’ likelihood of engaging in that behavior themselves (see 

James 1890), but ideomotor processes have not yet been considered in the context of how 

thinking about others’ indifference might lead individuals to behave indifferently 

themselves. Contemporary research has, however, extended ideomotor theory by 

proposing an implicit perception-behavior link, arguing that the regions of the brain that 

activate when perceiving a behavior are the same regions that activate when performing 

that behavior (Prinz 1990). This means that individuals might spontaneously mimic the 

motor behaviors of others through a process of first perceiving a behavior, which 
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activates that behavioral construct in their own minds, thereby rendering them more 

likely to engage in that behavior themselves (Chartrand and Bargh 1999; Dijksterhuis 

and Bargh 2001).  

I expect that it be through a similar perception-behavior process that individuals 

adopt the indifference they perceive in others. Although indifference may be a more 

abstract cognitive construct than basic motor behaviors, research has shown that the link 

between perceiving and acting applies just as readily to abstract social constructs. That 

is, individuals will often imitate the gist of what they perceive in others as it applies to 

their own situation. For example, the concept of “rudeness” might activate in perceivers’ 

minds through exposure to rudeness-related social cues, which then as a function of its 

activation will manifest as entirely different rudeness-related behaviors on the 

perceivers’ part that are only conceptually related to the rudeness cues originally 

perceived (Bargh, Chen, and Burrows 1996). Thus, instead of mimicking the exact motor 

behaviors of others, individuals often imitate the abstract social construct that others’ 

behaviors bring to mind. 

Such behavioral outcomes of direct trait activation might suggest that 

individuals who perceive a particular motivational state in others (e.g., apathy, 

listlessness) might spontaneously begin behaving in accordance with that motivational 

state as it applies to their own situation. For examine, priming concepts related to the 

elderly (e.g., “old”, “bingo”) can undermine individuals’ own efforts to either complete 
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a study successfully (e.g., worse performance on a recall task) or complete the study at 

all (e.g., walking slower down a hallway to get to the next portion of it, Bargh, Chen, 

and Burrows 1996; Dijksterhuis et al. 2000). Furthermore, priming abstract concepts such 

as “stupidity”, either directly or through their association with stereotypically 

unintelligent social groups (e.g., soccer hooligans), can also undermine individuals’ 

intellectual task performance (as opposed to when they are primed with “intelligence” 

or "professors", Dijksterhuis and Van Knippenberg 1998). These examples raise the 

possibility that a sense of “indifference” can be primed through mere exposure to 

indifference-related social cues and have immediate consequences for the perceivers’ 

own goal-directed behavior. 

1.3.1 Infectious Indifference: A Model of Spreading Apathy 

The idea that indifference can be perceived in others and then be subsequently 

“caught” by the perceiver is already implied somewhat by social contagion studies 

demonstrating that burnout among teachers and medical practitioners is linked to those 

individuals’ sensitivity to the burnout they perceive in their colleagues (Bakker and 

Schaufeli 2006; Bakker et al. 2001). Additional evidence for the social contagion of 

indifference is found in research showing that roommates of depressed college students 

tend to show increased symptoms of depression themselves (e.g., greater social 

withdrawal, work inhibition, loss of libido), particularly those who routinely seek social 

support from their depressed roommates (suggesting greater exposure to the depressive 
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symptoms, Joiner 1994). Thus, mere exposure to others’ lack of motivation might suffice 

to exert an influence, and next I outline a perception-behavior approach to explain how 

this implicit process might occur. 

That goals might deactivate by simply perceiving a lack of motivation in others is 

based on the interesting and perhaps most externally valid form of motivational 

influence, goal contagion, in which individuals appear to automatically “catch” goals 

from others through mere exposure to those others’ goal-directed behaviors (Aarts, 

Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004). The underlying mechanism of goal contagion is 

hypothesized to be a two-step process in which individuals first perceive a motivational 

state in another person, and as a function of having perceived it, that motivational state 

then activates in the minds of the perceivers. Thus, perceivers in essence “catch” 

motivational states directly through social exposure to others who are in such states 

(Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Aarts and Hassin 2005). As illustrated in one recent 

study, participants with a need for money who were presented with behavioral cues 

suggesting someone else’s pursuit of money (versus some other pursuit) automatically 

performed better on money-earning task (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004). Studies 

such as this are compelling because they suggest that the motivational inferences 

individuals make of others can suffice to activate related motivational states in their own 

minds. Moreover, this two-step implicit process might also apply to inferences and 

contagion of indifference. 
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1.3.1 Step 1: Perceiving an Absence of Motivation 

That a lack of motivation can be perceived in others at all is based on several 

theories of social perception and motivation which all assume that people readily 

perceive environmental stimuli in goal-related terms (Bruner 1946; Bruner and Postman 

1948; Gibson 1979/1986; Lewin 1935); many contemporary researchers even argue that 

perception exists primarily to guide goal pursuit (Dijksterhuis and Bargh 2001; 

Dijksterhuis, Chartrand, and Aarts 2007). This means that individuals may be 

predisposed to perceive not just a behavior’s mechanistic components but also the 

behavior’s motivational underpinnings (e.g., Wegner and Vallacher 1986). As such, 

individuals often use inferences to “perceive” the motivational states of others. 

Inferences in social perception occur spontaneously and automatically, meaning 

that individuals do not always consciously intend to make goal inferences about others 

nor are they necessarily even aware that they are making such inferences (Gilbert 1989; 

Hassin, Aarts, and Ferguson 2005). As an example of the spontaneity with which they 

are made, Heider and Simmel (1944) found that adults readily infer specific social goals 

in the movement patterns of basic geometric shapes (see also Dik and Aarts 2007), 

suggesting motivational inferences are a part of everyday social perception. In a recent 

demonstration of the automaticity of goal inferences (Hassin, Aarts, and Ferguson 2005), 

participants first read scenarios that manipulated whether or not a main character 

seemed to be in pursuit of a specific goal (e.g., heading from the bus stop to the grocery 
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store). Later, participants were given either goal-related cues (e.g., “buy groceries”) or 

not (“bus”) and participants’ recall of the earlier scenarios was assessed. Results showed 

that participants had better recall for the scenarios when presented with goal-related 

cues rather than other cues, indicating that participants had been automatically inferring 

goals when they were reading the earlier scenarios despite not having been instructed to 

do so (2005).  

Prior studies have not, however, examined how individuals might directly 

perceive and infer an “absence” of motivation, despite the innumerable situations in 

which such indifference might be highly noticeable—when a team is losing morale or 

when a romantic couple loses “the mood”, for instance. Alternatively, and given how 

easy it is at a theoretical level to confuse indifference with distraction or redirection, so 

too might individuals often misperceive the distractions or redirections of others as 

indicating indifference, especially given how little information they have to go on 

regarding the various goals (and goal conflicts) that others are juggling at a given 

moment (see Cantor and Blanton 1996; Shah 2005). Indeed, perceivers often misattribute 

causal explanations of others’ behavior as being internally generated (e.g., inferring 

indifference to the goal they left behind) while ignoring the true external causes (e.g., 

distraction by reminders about another goal, or redirection towards newly available 

means to pursue the higher-order goal, Gilbert and Malone 1995; Kruglanski 1975).  
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In sum, I expect that others’ lack of motivation might be easily perceived through 

the everyday inferences individuals make of their behavior, perhaps so easily that 

individuals might often misperceive absences of motivation that aren’t there. 

Nevertheless, once perceived, individuals may then be more susceptible to “catching” 

that absence of motivation themselves. 

1.3.2 Step 2: “Catching” an Absence of Motivation 

The focus of this research regards whether inferring an absence of motivation in 

others’ behavior instills in perceivers a related sense of indifference that they then apply 

to their own pursuits. It is already known that motivational inferences made by 

perceivers can spontaneously trigger corresponding motivations, and such 

responsiveness tends to begin at a very young age. Early infants, for instance, react more 

excitedly to an object when an adult shows an intention to manipulate that object 

(“there!”) than when an adult manipulates the object by accident ("oops!", Meltzoff 

1995), which suggests that mere perception of intent can trigger a spontaneous 

motivational reaction. In assuming that making a motivational inference necessarily 

activates a related motivational state in the perceivers’ own minds, a perception-

behavior link approach would then imply that upon making such an inference 

perceivers will subsequently behave in according with that motivational state as it 

applies to their own situation (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Aarts and Hassin 

2005).  
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This type of implicit social influence has been shown to trigger indifference-

related responses among individuals who perceive the goal-directedness of another 

person as threatening their own sense of self or ongoing self-regulation (Leander, Shah, 

and Chartrand 2009a). For example, the automatic pull exerted through perceiving 

others’ goal-directedness towards drinking alcohol can undermine the desire to drink 

among individuals who are reactant to controlling social influences (Leander et al. 2009). 

Studies such as these, however, only demonstrate indifference as caused by being 

pushed away by another person’s goal-directedness, leaving unanswered the question 

of whether inferring indifference in others can suffice to instill in perceivers a sense of 

indifference towards their own pursuits, as sought in this dissertation. 

1.4 Reaffirming the Will: On Counteracting the Indifference 
Perceived in Others 

In the absence of an a priori need, indifference may often be construed as a trait 

that we tend to imitate. However, when individuals have a pressing need to attain a goal 

might the indifference of others then be perceived as an obstacle to overcome? That is, 

are individuals invariantly susceptible to the indifference they perceive in others or 

might the nature of their sensitivity vary? In addition to considering individuals’ 

automatic susceptibility to the indifference perceived in others, it is also important to 

consider whether or not individuals can counteract such influences. In order for 

perceivers to “catch” the goals of others, for instance, the perceivers must already regard 

that goal as familiar and desired, so it is readily accessible in memory when primed by 
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social cues (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Leander, Shah, and Chartrand 2009b). 

However, when another’s pursuit of a goal is perceived as threatening in some way, 

individuals show an opposing reaction (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Leander, 

Shah, and Chartrand 2009a). I expect a similar principle to guide individuals’ sensitivity 

to the indifference they perceive in others.  

Individuals who are not pursuing a goal very strongly and those who are not 

very committed to a goal’s attainment might regard the indifference they perceive in 

others as familiar, desirable, and perhaps even informing their own pursuits. However, 

highly committed and active pursuers of a goal might react to the indifference they 

perceive in others quite differently. As reviewed earlier, individuals who are threatened 

by others’ pursuit of a goal often react by showing indifference towards that goal 

themselves, but might the reverse be true in that individuals who are threatened by 

others’ lack of pursuit react by instead showing heightened commitment and striving 

towards the goal? Put differently, is the nature and direction of individuals’ sensitivity 

to the indifference they perceive in others moderated by their own current motivational 

states and self-regulatory tendencies? To address this question, I first consider how 

differences in motivation affect perceptions of others’ indifference and then I review 

how active pursuers of a goal often show counteraction to motivationally undermining 

influences.  

Although an argument could be made that individuals who are more 
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motivationally indifferent themselves are therefore more likely to perceive it in others 

(e.g., Kawada et al. 2004), research has shown that highly motivated individuals are at 

least as sensitive—if not more so—to others’ lack of motivation. For instance, highly-

prejudiced White participants with strong approach motivations who were subliminally 

primed with images of Black faces (as opposed to some other prime) showed faster 

reaction times to words typically associated with an absence of approach motivation 

(lazy, passive, etc.), as compared to less approach-motivated or less prejudiced White 

participants (Brazy, Shah, and Devine 2005). This suggests that individuals who are 

highly motivated along a particular dimension are indeed quite sensitive to perceiving a 

lack of such motivation in others. 

But do these results suggest that highly motivated individuals are also more 

motivationally susceptible to others’ indifference (“…the harder they fall”) or are they 

simply more vigilant against them (“…the harder they try”)? Casual churchgoers who 

perceive a lack of religious adherence in others, for instance, might be quite susceptible 

to such indifference. However, if those same churchgoers just came out of a particularly 

fiery sermon, might they then interpret a lack of religious adherence in others as a threat 

to be counteracted?  

 Previous research suggests that those who are actively pursuing a goal may 

indeed exhibit counteraction to others’ indifference. Individuals’ preexisting goals often 

facilitate vigilance to stimuli that could potentially undermine their attainment, meaning 
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that exposure to goal-threatening stimuli only heightens goal commitment to counteract 

the influence of such stimuli. Fishbach and colleagues (Fishbach, Friedman, and 

Kruglanski 2003), for instance, demonstrated in several studies that subliminal exposure 

to temptation-related stimuli (e.g., a basketball) often triggered activation of an 

overriding goal to counteract their influence (e.g., to study). This suggests that 

preexisting goals—conscious or not—can often inhibit such motivationally undermining 

threats as competing goal alternatives (Shah, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2002), negative 

social stereotypes (Moskowitz et al. 1999), and perhaps even the indifference perceived 

in others. Moreover, research on implementation intentions indicates that exposure to 

motivationally undermining stimuli can also often trigger pre-specified action plans 

meant to counteract such influences (Gollwitzer, Bayer, and McCulloch 2005), 

suggesting that active pursuers of a goal might redouble their efforts towards the goal 

when being tempted by others to let it go. As perhaps suggested by Hammarskjöld, 

one’s striving for a goal may only be genuine when it cannot be diminished by the 

indifference of others. 

1.5 The Present Research 

To this point I have defined indifference and examined how individuals might 

confer upon their own pursuits the indifference they perceive in others. I have also 

raised the possibility that mere exposure to behavioral cues suggesting indifference in 

others might suffice to trigger a related sense of indifference in individuals through a 
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direct perception-behavior link, much in the same way that other abstract social 

constructs can be primed. If this is indeed the case, then does subliminally priming 

individuals with behavioral cues typifying indifference (yawning, bored expressions, 

etc.) lead them to automatically apply a related sense of indifference towards their own 

pursuits? Just as importantly, are all individuals equally susceptible to such influences 

or might individuals’ reactions vary by their own current motivations and self-

regulatory tendencies? 

I present three studies in this dissertation to help answer these questions. In 

Study 1, I examine the perception-behavior link hypothesis of indifference while also 

seeking to rule out alternative hypotheses regarding the nature of any observed effects. 

Then, in Studies 2 and 3, I examine factors of vulnerability and counteraction to 

indifference. Specifically, in Study 2, I test whether individuals’ sensitivity to others’ 

indifference changes from vulnerability to counteraction when individuals are primed in 

advance with a nonconscious achievement goal. In Study 3 I test how heightened goal 

activation alone does not always ensure counteraction to the indifference of others. 

Specifically, I test in this third study how variations in individuals’ chronic orientation 

towards action moderates whether goal-primed individuals react with indifference 

versus counteraction to someone who demonstrates indifference. 
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2. Study 1: Perceiving is for Procrastinating  

2.1 Overview 

In this initial study I examine how social cues suggesting indifference can 

undermine perceivers’ own subsequent achievement motivation through a perception-

behavior, or “direct trait activation”, process. Understanding that the behaviors and 

motivations perceived in others are often translated automatically into matching 

behaviors and motivations on the part of the perceiver (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 

2004; Dijksterhuis and Bargh 2001), I expect that subliminal exposure to images of others 

engaging in behaviors that typify indifference will automatically induce a similar state 

of indifference in perceivers that then affects their own pursuits. 

I also sought in this study to empirically distinguish indifference effects from 

other types of social influences that could affect goal striving, which presents a series of 

challenges. First, psychology has long understood that individuals behave quite 

differently in social situations than they do alone, so it was necessary to obtain baseline 

levels of achievement motivation from individuals who had been primed with images of 

people, as the implications of any observed effects may not be as interpretable if 

compared against baselines obtained from individuals who were given non-person 

primes. However, this restriction leads to the second challenge, which is that exposure 

to images of people might generally bring to mind a variety of other goals—many of 

which might compete and interfere with one’s achievement motivation (e.g., 



 

33 

inadvertently priming a leisure-related goal). By not controlling for the goals potentially 

brought to mind by the image primes, any reduction in subsequent achievement goal 

performance might simply be evidence of distraction (being “pulled away”) or antipathy 

(being “pushed away”) rather than indifference (being “pulled down”). A related third 

challenge involves ensuring that the indifference primes are actually leading to a 

reduction in achievement motivation rather than the control primes leading to an 

increase in achievement motivation. Put simply, the control images used must be of 

people who are not showing indifference, which implies that those images will depict 

some degree of motivation or goal pursuit that study participants could inadvertently 

“catch” via a goal contagion process.  

Given these challenges, a second experimental manipulation was required to (a) 

establish a baseline level of motivation for individuals who are primed with images of 

people while also ensuring that no goal contagion occurring, (b) demonstrate 

indifference rather than distraction or antipathy, and (c) demonstrate a reduction in 

motivation among participants given the indifference prime, rather than an increase in 

motivation among participants given the control prime. To address these challenges in 

the most parsimonious fashion, I chose to manipulate the background environment 

depicted in the indifference and control images. Previous studies have shown that such 

context manipulations when using image primes can lead to different motivational 

inferences about the people depicted in them. For instance, individuals’ implicit 
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attitudes towards Blacks can be manipulated to become more negative if shown images 

of Blacks interacting with each other in a negative motivational context (gang or poverty 

related) but more positive if shown images of Blacks interacting with each other in a 

positive motivational context (family or church-related, Wittenbrink, Judd, and Park 

2001).  

The example above suggests that a simple change of scenery can alter the 

inferences made of the target. Therefore, in addition to manipulating whether or not the 

people depicted in the images were behaving in ways that typify indifference or not, I 

also manipulated the environmental context of those images to imply opposing goal-

related activities (e.g., studying vs. leisure). Observing an effect of the indifference prime 

regardless of context would address the aforementioned challenges because it (a) would 

validate the control condition as both providing a baseline measure of motivation while 

also not inadvertently inducing contagion of the goal implied by either context; (b) 

would demonstrate a direct link between perceiving indifference in others and 

becoming more indifferent oneself, irrespective of any other goals potentially being 

brought to mind; and (c) would disambiguate any directional effects of the indifference 

prime. In addition to addressing these challenges, this manipulation also allows us to 

test whether the indifference perceived in others must be directed at a goal similar to the 

achievement-related task used as the dependent measure in this study or whether 
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individuals simply adopt a general state of indifference from others and apply it to their 

own pursuits accordingly.  

 Thus, I sought in Study 1 to demonstrate perceivers’ implicit sensitivity to 

perceived absences of motivation in others and also show that this effect occurs through 

an automatic perception-behavior process that could not be explained by activation of 

some alternative goal. Using a 2 (image type: Indifference vs. Control) x 2 (image 

context: Studying vs. Leisure) factorial design, participants were subliminally primed 

with images of college-aged students who appeared to be either indifferent or not 

towards whatever they were doing in a setting either linked to studying (e.g., sitting at a 

school desk) or leisure (e.g., sitting on a couch at home). Participants then completed an 

anagram performance task so I could measure their subsequent goal striving. It was 

hypothesized that participants who were subliminally primed with the indifference 

images would become more indifferent themselves and thus perform worse on the 

anagram task than those who primed with the control images. However, if any observed 

effects were due to some alternative goal prime (such as distraction or that the effects 

were driven by the control conditions), I would expect to see either a main or interactive 

effect of image context on goal performance as appropriate to the nature of the 

alternative goal being primed. 

2.2 Method 

2.2.1 Participants 
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One hundred thirteen Duke University undergraduates (53% women, age M = 

20.53) completed this study in exchange for cash payment. 

2.2.2 Procedure 

Participants completed the experimental procedure on personal computers, and 

they were given as much time as needed to do so. Participants first completed a battery 

of filler questionnaires lasting approximately five minutes in order to minimize 

suspicions regarding the true purpose of the study. 

2.2.2.1 Indifference Prime 

Participants then completed the subliminal priming procedure similar to that 

developed by Bargh and Pietromonaco (1982) and later adapted for use in interpersonal 

goal priming research by Shah (2003a). In this task, participants’ focal attention is fixated 

on the center of the computer screen while critical stimuli—in this case, grayscale images 

of college-aged individuals—are subliminally presented (50ms, backwards masked) in 

random screen quadrants as to only be visible in participants’ parafoveal field of vision. 

This method has been shown in previous research to prime motivational constructs in 

participants without their conscious awareness (Bargh and Chartrand 2000). The image 

primes varied by participants’ experimental condition: Half the participants were 

primed with images of others who appeared bored, apathetic, or otherwise indifferent; 

and half were primed with images of others who seemed engaged, interested, or 

otherwise motivated. To further examine the nature of individuals’ sensitivity, half the 
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participants in each of the two conditions received images depicting those others in a 

studying context (e.g., textbooks were present) and half in a leisure context (e.g., no 

textbooks were present).  

The focal task in this study was a lexical decision task. In each of 10 practice and 

90 test trials, a string of asterisks (********) first appeared to direct attention to the center 

of the screen, which was replaced after a brief delay with a string of letters that either 

formed a word (e.g., bridge) or not (e.g., foat). Participants were instructed to press the 

“Y” key if the letter string was a word and the “N” key if it was not a word. Half the 

letter strings formed words (achievement words: attain, complete, score, reach, win; 

indifference words: decrease, absent, tired, bored, lag; control words: sign, tube, enter, 

bug, drying), and half did not. The computer recorded participants’ answers and 

response latencies from each trial, and I calculated a response latency average for each 

word type by log-transforming each response latency score to minimize the influence of 

outliers. Note that only correct responses were used in order to minimize problems of 

interpreting reaction times involving incorrect answers (see Shah 2003a; Shah 2003b). 

Differences in reaction times to the motivational words were hypothesized to indicate 

heightened activation or inhibition of specific constructs in memory. 

2.2.2.2 Goal Performance Task 

Participants were then instructed that they would complete a verbal fluency test 

that would examine their language skills via a series of anagram problems. In each of 10 
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trials, participants were presented with a five-letter string (e.g., RTCAE) to unscramble 

into as many different words as possible using all of the letters provided (CRATE, 

TRACE, etc.). I calculated a performance score by summing the total number of five-

letter words participants generated for each anagram, and I also assessed their 

persistence on the anagram task by summing their log-transformed response times from 

each trial.  

 Demographic information was then collected and participants completed a 

funneled debriefing to ensure that none were aware of the true purpose of the study or 

could identify the specific nature of the image primes (Bargh and Chartrand 2000). 

Participants were then fully debriefed in order to extinguish any lingering effects of the 

indifference prime on their behavior outside the lab (Williams, Fitzsimons, and Block 

2004), and thanked for their participation. 

2.3 Results and Discussion 

The total number of anagrams generated by participants was regressed over their 

indifference priming condition (image type: Indifference vs. Control), their context 

priming condition (image context: Studying vs. Leisure) and the two-way interaction of 

these variables.1 Note that ethnicity was significantly associated with the dependent  

___________________ 

1 In all presented results, predicted values were calculated at one standard deviation 

above and below the means of the relevant independent variables (Aiken and West 

1991). Simple effects for the three-way interaction in Study 3 were computed using the 

online tools provided by Preacher and colleagues (Preacher, Curran, and Bauer 2006). 
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variable,2 so its main effect and two-way interactions with the predictors were included 

as covariates. Results indicated a significant negative main effect of image type, B = -

1.58, F(1, 106) = 4.26, p < .05, and no effect of image context either singularly or 

interactively (Fs < 1.0). As illustrated in Figure 1, participants who were subliminally 

primed with images of others who appeared indifferent performed significantly worse 

than participants primed with control images. No significant effects were observed for 

anagram task persistence or participants’ reaction times on the lexical decision task.3 

___________________ 

 Outliers were recoded to no more than three standard deviations beyond the mean 

prior to all analyses. It should also be noted that regression analysis was used 

throughout this paper to ensure consistent presentation of results, but analyses using 

ANCOVA in studies 1 and 2 produced identical results. 
2 Caucasian participants performed significantly better on the anagram than non-

Caucasian participants, B = 2.82, F(1, 106) = 13.53, p < .001, but this effect was 

marginally qualified by the interaction of image context and Ethnicity, B = -1.49, F(1, 

106) = 3.77, p < .06, indicating that the ethnicity difference was attenuated for 

participants receiving images of an academic setting.  
3  Longer persistence typically occurs as a function of motivational primes (Shah 2003a; 

Shah and Kruglanski 2002), and yet in this study no persistence effects were observed. 

This may be due to a few reasons. First, participants who persisted the longest might 

have been constrained by the study’s maximum length (the computer automatically 

moved these participants along after a set period of time), and ten participants were 

indeed cut short. However, this is not likely as subsequent analysis indicated that 

number of different anagram problems reached did not vary by condition and the 

results did not change when these participants were excluded from the analysis.  

 Moreover, although longer average persistence per trial was significantly related to 

participants’ performance in both Study 1, B = 6.27, F(1, 105) = 40.84, p < .001, and 

Study 2, B = 5.73, F(1, 100) = 38.88, p < .001, participants’ performance scores were not 

changed when controlling for persistence in either study. This lack of effect for 

persistence indicates that the indifference manipulations affected participants’ 

intensity of effort rather than the duration of their efforts. In regards to the lexical 

decision task data, millisecond reaction times are subject to a high degree of variability  
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Figure 1: Number of anagram solutions generated as a function of image type 

and image context conditions. Higher scores indicate greater goal performance. 

Adjusted means are reported. 

That similar effects of the indifference prime were observed across contexts 

effectively validates the control image primes and also disambiguates the directional 

effect of the indifference prime itself. These results are consistent with a perception-  

___________________ 

and influence by extreme values (Bargh and Chartrand 2000), so given the relatively 

small effects observed it is not clear whether these studies had insufficient power or 

whether there was no real change in construct activation. Thus, no specific conclusion 

is made. 
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behavior link hypothesis suggesting that mere perception of another’s current mental or 

behavioral state can suffice to activate a similar state in perceivers that they then apply 

to their own pursuits as appropriate. Moreover, given that no participants could identify 

the nature of the priming manipulations, I can conclude that these individuals’ reactions 

to the indifference of others occurred automatically and nonconsciously. 

But does this suggest that individuals are invariantly susceptible to the 

indifference perceived in others? One structural limitation of this study is that it does 

not consider participants’ own currently active goals, which might moderate 

individuals’ reactions to the indifference they perceive in others. Indeed, an active 

achievement goal might facilitate resistance or even counteraction to others’ 

indifference, and I address this possibility in the next study by either priming a 

nonconscious achievement goal in participants or not before they completed the 

indifference priming procedure. 

3. Study 2: Counteracting Indifference 

3.1 Overview 

Social cues that bring others’ lack of motivation to mind were found in Study 1 to 

implicitly undermine perceivers’ own goal commitment and striving. However, those 

individuals might not have been actively pursuing any particular goal themselves at the 

moment they were exposed to the indifference primes, so it is not yet clear whether 

individuals’ own current motivational state moderates their reactions to the indifference 
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perceived in others or not. That is, are individuals who are in a highly active goal state 

just as susceptible to motivationally undermining influences, or might they instead be 

better equipped to resist or even counteract such threats to their pursuits? As reviewed 

earlier, the perception-behavior link is moderated by individuals’ own current needs 

and motives, and as such those who are actively pursuing an achievement goal might 

not assimilate to others as readily and may indeed be more likely to counteract the 

prospect of giving up posed by others’ indifference. In this next study, then, I examine 

how individuals’ motivational sensitivity to the indifference they perceive in others may 

be moderated by their own current motivational state.  

 I specifically sought in Study 2 to demonstrate that individuals with an 

experimentally activated achievement goal will show counteraction to the indifference 

they perceive in others. Thus, using a 2 (goal prime: Achievement Goal vs. No Goal) x 2 

(image type: Indifference vs. Control) factorial design, participants were first either 

primed with a nonconscious achievement goal or not after which they were subliminally 

primed with images of college-aged students who appeared either indifferent or not. 

Participants then completed an anagram task to assess their own subsequent goal 

performance. It was hypothesized that participants not primed with an achievement 

goal would show the same susceptibility to indifference that was observed in Study 1. 

However, participants who were primed with a nonconscious achievement goal prior to 
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receiving the indifference prime were expected to react against the prime by working 

harder and thus performing better on the anagram task. 

3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Participants 

One hundred fourteen Duke University undergraduates (64% women, age M = 

19.7) completed this study in exchange for either course credit or cash payment.1 

3.2.2 Procedure 

Participants completed the experimental procedure on personal computers, and 

they were given as much time as needed to do so. Participants first completed a battery 

of filler questionnaires lasting approximately five minutes in order to minimize 

suspicions regarding the true purpose of the study. 

3.2.2.1 Achievement Goal Prime 

Participants then completed a Scrambled Sentence Task that previous researchers 

have used to prime an achievement goal in participants without their conscious 

awareness (see Bargh and Chartrand 2000). In this task, participants were instructed to 

unscramble 20 five-word sets to create grammatically-correct four-word sentences; for  

___________________ 

1  Some participants were given course credit and others were paid $12, depending on  

their date of participation. When entering compensation as a third predictor (credit vs. 

paid) in Study 2, there was a two-way interaction indicating that the goal priming 

manipulation primarily affected credit participants, B = 1.87, F(1, 100) = 5.99, p < .02, 

but controlling for compensation and its interactions did not significantly change the 

results in any of the presented studies. 



 

44 

example, “He it hides box instantly” might become “he hides it instantly.”  In the 

nonconscious achievement-goal priming condition, words related to “achievement” 

(e.g., gain, fulfilled) were embedded in each set; in the control condition, those words 

were replaced with neutral words (e.g., want, kept) as to not prime any particular goal.  

3.2.2.2 Indifference Prime 

Participants then completed the subliminal priming procedure, in which half the 

participants were primed with images of college-aged individuals who appeared 

indifferent and half were primed with images of college-aged individuals who did not 

appear indifferent. The same lexical decision task from Study 1 was used to keep 

participants’ attention focused on the center of the screen while the images were 

subliminally presented in random screen quadrants. 

3.2.2.3 Goal Performance Task 

Participants were then instructed that they would complete a verbal fluency test 

that would examine their language skills via a series of anagram problems. Participants 

completed the same 10 trials used in Study 1, and I calculated a performance score by 

summing the total number of five-letter words participants generated for each anagram, 

and a persistence score by summing their log-transformed response times on each trial.  

Demographic information was then collected and participants completed a 

funneled debriefing to ensure that none were aware of the true purpose of the study or 

could identify the specific nature of the goal or image primes (Bargh and Chartrand 
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2000). Participants were then fully debriefed in order to extinguish any lingering effects 

of the indifference prime on their behavior outside the lab (Williams, Fitzsimons, and 

Block 2004), and thanked for their participation. 

3.3 Results and Discussion 

The total number of anagrams generated by participants was regressed over their 

nonconscious achievement goal priming condition (goal prime: Achievement Goal vs. 

No Goal), their indifference priming condition (image type: Indifference vs. Control), 

and the two-way interaction of these variables. Both ethnicity and gender were 

significantly associated with the dependent variable,2 so their main effects and two-way 

interactions with the predictors were included as covariates. Results indicated a 

significant two-way interaction of goal prime and image type, B = 1.53, F(1, 104) = 4.09, p  

< .05. The crossover interaction, as illustrated in Figure 2, indicates that the direction of 

participants’ performance as a function of the image type depended on whether or not 

they had first been primed with a nonconscious achievement goal. Simple slopes 

analyses showed trends towards significance in the three hypothesized directions: a 

negative trend of the indifference prime in non-goal-primed participants, B = -1.44, F(1,  

___________________ 

2  Caucasian participants performed significantly better on the anagram than non-

Caucasian participants, B = 1.49, F(1, 100) = 3.89, p < .06. Men performed marginally 

better than women, B = 1.41, F(1, 100) = 3.89, p < .06, but only among participants who 

received the goal prime as indicated by the two-way interaction of these variables, B = 

1.59, F(1, 100) = 3.88, p < .06. 
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104) = 180, p < .19 (similar to the effect observed in Study 1), a positive trend of the 

indifference prime in goal-primed participants, B = 1.61, F(1, 104) = 2.10, p = .15, and a 

positive trend of goal prime in the indifference-primed participants, B = 2.30, F(1, 104) = 

2.30, p < .14.3 Also like Study 1, no significant effects were observed for anagram task 

persistence or participants’ reaction times on the lexical decision task. 

In sum, participants who were not primed with an achievement goal showed the 

same reduction in goal performance as observed in Study 1, but participants who were 

primed with an achievement goal showed an increase in performance as a function of 

the indifference prime. This indicates that having a highly active achievement goal 

facilitates counteraction to indifference cues, which is consistent with the idea that 

individuals’ commitment to their active pursuits are often only reinforced by exposure 

to cues that would otherwise threaten them.  

 

 

 

___________________ 

3  Although nonsignificant, participants in the control conditions in Studies 1 and 2 

seemed to show a negative effect of the goal priming manipulation, which might lead 

one to wonder whether the goal primes were having their expected positive effects on 

goal performance. However, the main effects of the achievement goal priming 

condition were indeed positive in both Study 2, B = .18, F(1, 104) = 0.51, p > .20, and 

Study 3, B = .66, F(1, 52) = 0.57, p > .20. Moreover, whereas the simple effects were 

showing trends in the hypothesized directions (ps < .20) in Study 2, no such trend was 

observed between the two control conditions (p > .20).  
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Figure 2: Study 2: Number of anagram solutions generated as a function of goal 

priming condition and image priming condition. Higher scores indicate greater goal 

performance. Adjusted means are reported. 

 

This study has some limitations to be addressed in a third study. First, it is not 

entirely clear what regulatory process is responsible for this counteraction effect. 

Although heightened levels of goal activation facilitate inhibition of goal-interfering 

influences at a general level ("goal shielding", Shah, Friedman, and Kruglanski 2002), 

individuals likely vary in their regulatory ability to maintain action control when 

exposed to such interfering influences. Second, the achievement goal was primed by 

contextual cues (via the Scrambled Sentence Task) that were entirely unrelated to the 
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people depicted in the images. This brings into question not just the external validity of 

these findings, but given that goals often activate spontaneously in the real or imagined 

company of others who are associated with their pursuit (Aarts et al. 2005; Fitzsimons 

and Bargh 2003), it would be useful to know whether similar indifference and 

counteraction effects occur when the source of indifference is the same as the source of 

the achievement goal prime (i.e., the same person primes both). A third limitation is that 

the effect in this study was relatively small, as indicated by the lack of conventional 

levels of significance of the simple slopes, but the significant two-way interaction 

nevertheless indicates that being in a highly active goal state changes individuals’ 

automatic reactions to the indifference they perceive in others. If participants are in fact 

counteracting the influence of the indifference primes in the moment they are perceived, 

then a third study might show more reliable results if the goal performance task occurs 

at the same time that participants are receiving the indifference primes.  

 In the third and final study, then, I (a) tested whether individual differences in 

action control moderated goal-primed individuals’ reactions to the lack of motivation 

they perceived in others; (b) had both the goal prime and indifference prime come from 

the same source (a single individual); and (c) sought to increase the statistical reliability 

of any observed effects by assessing goal performance at the same time individuals were 

being exposed to the indifference cues. 
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4. Study 3: The Moderating Influence of Volitional Action 
Control 

4.1 Overview 

Individuals’ susceptibility to the indifference they perceive in others is expected 

to vary by their own chronic self-regulatory tendencies, particularly individuals’ ability 

to shield their goal intentions from influences that would otherwise undermine them. 

Research suggests that some people are more action-oriented when it comes to their 

goals while others tend to be more reflective about them (Kruglanski et al. 2000; Kuhl 

1984), and that action-oriented individuals can typically sustain their current goal 

intentions more effectively when facing goal-related threats while those who are more 

reflective in nature are instead more likely to put their intentions into doubt when facing 

such threats. These differences reflect individuals’ degree of volitional action control. 

Past studies have shown that volitional action control often accounts for 

variations in people’s ability to effectively translate intentions into sustainable actions 

(Kuhl 1984). Specifically, individuals with greater action control tend to demonstrate 

more volitional shielding against goal-related threats, often reacting to motivationally-

undermining influences with an action-oriented approach of heightened goal 

commitment and striving (Koole 2004). Those with lower action control, however, tend 

to react by instead becoming preoccupied with the threats and resultantly doubt their 

own intentions more readily. Indeed, lower action control is associated with an array of 

volitional problems that facilitate indifference, including greater susceptibility to 
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intrusive thoughts, volitional interference, and conformity to social pressures (Kuhl 

1992a; Kuhl and Kazen 1994). Those with lower action control also tend to use more 

avoidant behaviors when reacting to stressors, and generally show more depressive 

symptoms than individuals with higher action control (Rholes, Michas, and Shroff 1989; 

Rholes, Michas, and Smith 1987). This suggests, then, that individual differences in 

action control might moderate goal-primed individuals’ reactions to the indifference 

they perceive in others. Thus, the primary purpose of Study 3 was to test both whether 

higher action control facilitates counteraction to the indifference perceived in others, and 

also whether lower action control exacerbates susceptibility to others’ indifference. 

I also sought to address some limitations of previous studies by using the same 

source to deliver both the achievement goal prime and then later the indifference prime. 

Perceiving an absence or withdrawal of motivation in others involves an assumption 

that those others typically could (or do) strive towards a goal more strongly than they 

currently are, meaning that perceivers might be relatively more sensitive to indifference-

related cues from someone who first primes a goal in their minds and then later shows 

indifference towards that goal. That is, perceiving a lack of helping behavior in a nurse 

(someone who automatically primes a "helping" goal in perceivers, Aarts et al. 2005) 

might be more influential than perceiving a lack of helping behavior in a Wall Street 

executive. Indeed, perceivers may not take notice when someone unassociated with a 

particular goal shows a drop in motivation towards it (e.g., a slacker who typically 
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spends two hours a week studying is now spending only one), but perceivers may 

certainly notice when someone who is strongly associated with a particular goal 

suddenly shows a drop in motivation towards it (e.g. a high achiever who typically 

spends twenty hours a week studying is now spending only one), even if the absolute 

level of effort ends up being the same for both individuals (i.e., down to one hour of 

studying).  

This logic is reminiscent of work suggesting that people are quite sensitive to 

their own motivational deficits, such as when they have failed to make sufficient 

progress towards a goal. Control Theory (Carver and Scheier 1981), for instance, 

suggests that the amount of discrepancy between one’s current goal state from one’s 

desired state can predict the strength of one’s motivational reaction, with larger 

discrepancies predicting stronger reactions. This may be especially true of negative 

discrepancies, for individuals generally tend to be more sensitive to losses than they are 

to gains (Kahneman and Tversky 1979). Given individuals’ sensitivity both to their own 

motivational discrepancies as well as their general sensitivity to others, individuals 

might also then be sensitive to the motivational discrepancies they perceive in others. 

Thus, perceiving indifference in someone who readily primes an achievement goal in the 

minds of perceivers might be more influential than perceiving indifference in someone 

who does not prime an achievement goal.  
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I also use a video as opposed to still images to deliver the indifference 

manipulation in Study 3, as this enables the use of an on-line goal performance task as to 

assess indifference or counteraction at the moment of exposure to the indifference prime. 

Videos have been used in past research to manipulate the motivational context of what 

kinds of stereotypes about African-Americans are activated in the minds of perceivers 

(Wittenbrink, Judd, and Park 2001), and were also employed by Dik and Aarts (2007) to 

examine how differential exposure to goal-directed behavior affects how strongly a goal 

is primed in the minds of perceivers. Videos have also been used to elicit behavioral 

mimicry from viewers (Tanner et al. 2008), thereby suggesting that perception-behavior 

processes can be obtained through the use of videos. 

As part of the cover story, participants in Study 3 first had their picture taken by 

the experimenter before completing a brief survey on a laptop computer. Participants 

were then moved to a desktop computer where they received both an image of a 

fictional “prior participant” as well as that person’s supposed responses to the survey 

items participants just responded to. The goal prime in this study involved the inference 

participants made of the fictional participant’s achievement motivation, as indicated by 

that person’s (experimentally manipulated) survey responses. Participants then 

completed a measure of volitional action control. Next, participants worked on a goal 

performance task while watching a video of the fictional participant, who appeared 

either indifferent towards studying or not. Thus, using a 2 (goal prime: Achievement 
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Goal vs. No Goal) x 2 (video type: Indifference vs. Control) factorial design, participants 

were first either primed with an achievement goal or not by someone who later 

appeared either indifferent or not in a video.  

Beyond seeking to replicate the two-way interaction observed in Study 2 using 

an interpersonal goal prime, it was also hypothesized that individual differences in 

action control would moderate participants’ reactions to the indifference prime when an 

achievement goal was highly active in memory. Specifically, participants with lower 

action control were expected to show exacerbated susceptibility to the indifference of 

someone who had previously primed them with an achievement goal, whereas 

participants with higher action control were expected to show counteraction. 

Demonstrating this three-way interaction would indicate that having an active 

achievement goal might not always suffice to counteract the influence of others’ 

indifference—that goal-primed individuals must also be more action-oriented 

dispositionally in order to shield their active goals from influences that would threaten 

their pursuit. 

4.2 Method 

4.2.1 Participants 

Sixty-five Duke University undergraduates (66% women, age M = 20.1) 

completed this study in exchange for either course credit or cash payment. 

4.2.2 Procedure 
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Upon the participant’s arrival, the experimenter escorted him or her into a 

private room with two tables on either side, one with a laptop computer on it and the 

other with a desktop computer on it. A clock radio sat in another corner of the room, on 

the floor and facing away from the participant. Participants were first seated at the table 

with the laptop, and as they took their seat the experimenter informed them that the first 

part of the study involved taking their picture using a digital camera (Shah, Brazy, and 

Higgins 2004). After taking their picture, the experimenter instructed participants to 

complete a very brief survey on the laptop. As part of this survey, participants reported 

their university affiliation and indicated how much time outside of class they typically 

spent studying (rated 1= none to 9= an extreme amount). The experimenter remained in 

the room until the participant finished the laptop survey, after which he instructed the 

participant to move to the desktop computer and complete the remainder of the study 

there. The experimenter then retrieved the laptop and digital camera and left the room. 

4.2.2.1 Achievement Goal Prime 

At the desktop computer, participants received instructions that they would be 

shown information as well as a picture of a prior participant who completed an earlier 

version of the same study. A fake loading screen then appeared for approximately 1s, 

after which appeared an image of the “prior participant” (actually a female confederate) 

along with her supposed—and experimentally manipulated—responses to the survey 

items that were used in the laptop portion of the study. All participants received the 
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same image and demographic information, which clearly indicated that she was another 

student at the same university. In regards to her supposed survey responses, however, 

half the participants were led to infer that she was highly motivated to achieve by seeing 

that she reported spending a lot of time outside class studying (she reported a score of 

“8”) and half were not led to make that inference (she reported a score of “2”). This goal 

inference manipulation was expected to either prime an achievement goal in 

participants or not via a goal contagion process before they were given the indifference 

priming manipulation. 

4.2.2.2 Action Control 

Participants then completed a series of filler questionnaires lasting 

approximately five minutes, and embedded among them was a measure of participants’ 

ability to shield their active goal pursuits against motivational threats. Specifically, 

participants completed a 12-item subscale of the Action Control Scale to assess their 

typical responding when coping with threat-related concerns ("threat-related action 

orientation", Kuhl 1994). For each item, participants first imagined a motivationally 

undermining influence (e.g., “When something really gets me down”), and then they 

indicated whether their likely response involved greater action control and thus 

shielding against the threat (e.g., “I find it easy to distract myself by doing other 

things”), or lower action control and thus preoccupation with it (e.g., “I have trouble 

doing anything at all”). These items were summed to form an Action Control score (α = 
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.74), with higher scores indicating a greater ability to counteract motivationally 

undermining influences and lower scores indicate a greater susceptibility to them. 

4.2.2.3 Video Task 

After completing the filler questionnaires, a new instruction screen appeared and 

participants were informed that as part of the previous version of the study, the “prior 

participant” was given a large block of free time to however he or she pleased. 

Participants were also informed that, over the course of this free period, the prior 

participant was being surreptitiously videotaped using a hidden camera. Importantly, 

participants were tasked to focus on that person’s chair and count how many times it 

moved. The instructions implied that a higher count would indicate better task 

performance. Specifically, participants were instructed to: 

“…keep a mental count of how many times, if any, the participant moves the 

chair he or she is sitting in. Count ANY instance that the participant's chair moves--even 

if it only budges a little bit. Also, it doesn't matter how the chair gets moved--any new 

shift in its position counts as one move. Thus, at the end of the video you should have a 

single number in your mind representing how many times you saw the participant's 

chair move.” 

  

Regarding the video, the confederate appeared to be seated at the same table 

participants were seated at when they completed the laptop survey, and the camera 

angle was set to appear as though the confederate’s nonverbal behavior was being 

recorded from the back corner of the table by a very small device (…such as a clock 

radio-camera). This way, the only visible part of the chair the confederate was sitting in 

was the top of its back support, which was precisely located at the bottom-left corner of 
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the screen as to draw participants’ focal attention towards that and away from the center 

of the screen. This way, the confederate (and any behavior she exhibited) would only be 

visible in participants’ parafoveal field. 

4.2.2.4 Indifference Prime 

The manipulation in the video involved whether the confederate behaved in 

such a way as to appear bored, apathetic, and otherwise indifferent (slouching, ignoring 

her textbook, etc.) or not (sitting straight, reading her textbook etc.). The confederate 

used in both videos was a postgraduate modern dance major with performance and 

choreography experience. Both videos lasted 3m and had matching major behaviors 

(e.g., full change of posture, leaning over to reach into a bag) occurring at the same 

points of time and with the same speed of motion. The confederate made approximately 

23 readily detectable chair movements in both videos (though several more microscopic 

movements were possible). These measures were meant to ensure that the only 

difference between videos was whether the confederate appeared indifferent or not. 

4.2.2.5 Goal Performance Task 

Immediately following the video, participants were instructed to enter the 

number of chair movements they detected. We assumed that participants who were 

motivationally undermined by the videotaped confederate would fail to detect more 

chair movements than those who had shielded themselves motivationally from the 

confederate’s influence, and thus a higher number of chair movements reported would 
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indicate greater achievement goal performance. Participants then completed the same 

anagram task used in studies 1 and 2 to examine any residual effect of the primes 

following the initial performance task.  

 Demographic information was then collected and participants completed a 

funneled debriefing to ensure that none could identify the true purpose of the study 

(Bargh and Chartrand 2000). Participants were also fully debriefed in order to extinguish 

any lingering effects of the indifference prime on their behavior outside the lab 

(Williams, Fitzsimons, and Block 2004), during which the experimenter deleted 

participants’ digital pictures from the camera in their presence. Participants were then 

thanked and dismissed. 

4.3 Results and Discussion 

One participant began consuming food and drink while working on the 

computerized task and another reportedly rushed through the entire study procedure, 

indicating that they both might have been motivationally distracted prior to receiving 

the experimental manipulations. These participants were therefore excluded from 

subsequent data analysis,1 leaving a final sample of 63 participants. 

___________________ 

1  Including these participants did not significantly change the presented results. One 

other participant did identify the two priming manipulations as potentially affecting 

their verbal task performance, but this person did not mention their performance on 

the chair counting task, nor did the results change when excluding this participant 

from either analysis.  
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After first ensuring that participants’ Action Orientation scores were not  

predicted by the goal priming manipulation (F < 1.0), the number of chair movements 

participants reported detecting was regressed over their goal priming condition (goal 

prime: Achievement Goal vs. No Goal), their indifference priming condition (video type: 

Indifference vs. Control), Action Control, and all possible interactions. Gender was 

significantly associated with the dependent variable,2 so its main effect and two-way 

interactions with the manipulated variables were included as covariates. Results 

indicated significant two-way interactions of goal prime and video type, B = 1.67, F(1, 52) 

= 4.11, p < .05, goal prime and Action Control, B = 2.90, F(1, 52) = 9.90, p < .005, and video 

type and Action Control, B = 3.72, F(1, 52) = 16.59, p < .001, which were all qualified by 

the significant three-way interaction of goal prime, video type, and Action Control, B = 

1.70, F(1, 52) = 4.01, p = .05. The replication of the two-way interaction of the goal prime 

and indifference prime from Study 2 is illustrated in Figure 3, which indicates that study 

participants’ reactions to the indifference perceived in the videotaped confederate varied 

by whether or not the confederate had previously primed them with an achievement 

goal. 

 

___________________ 

2  Men performed marginally better than women, B = 1.70, F(1, 52) = 2.89, p < .10, but 

only among participants who received the indifference prime as indicated by the two-

way interaction of these variables, B = -2.12, F(1, 52) = 4.61, p < .04. 
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Figure 3: Study 3: Number of chair movements detected as a function of goal 

priming condition and video type. Higher scores indicate greater goal 

performance. Adjusted means are reported. 

As indicated by the other two-way interactions as well as the three-way 

interaction, the effects of the goal and indifference primes varied significantly by 

participants’ own volitional action control, as illustrated in Figure 4. Indeed, simple 

slopes analysis revealed a positive effect of Action Control on performance only among 

participants who were both primed with an achievement goal by the confederate and 

then shown a video depicting the confederate as indifferent, B = 7.65, F(1, 52) = 13.73, p <   
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Figure 4: Study 3: Number of chair movements detected as a function of goal 

priming condition, video type, and volitional action control. Higher scores 

indicate greater goal performance. The black line indicates the minimum 

number of actual chair movements (23). Predicted values are reported. 
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001. This means that participants with lower action control performed worse when 

seeing indifference in someone who had previously primed in them an achievement 

goal—worse than low-action-control participants who did not receive the indifference 

prime (regardless of their goal priming condition: B = -4.04, F(1, 52) = 4.94, p < .04; and B 

= -3.99, F(1, 52) = 5.01, p < .03), and marginally worse than low-action-control 

participants who received the indifference prime but not the goal prime, B = -3.14, F(1, 

52) = 3.85, p < .06.3 However, this in turn means that participants with higher action 

control performed better when seeing indifference in someone who had previously 

primed in them an achievement goal—better than high-action-control participants who 

did not receive the indifference prime, B = 6.79, F(1, 52) = 16.09, p < .001, and also better 

than high-action-control participants who received the indifference prime but not the 

goal prime, B = 6.81, F(1, 52) = 14.95, p < .001. Thus, participants with lower action 

control demonstrated a reduction in goal striving when primed with an achievement 

goal by someone who later showed indifference, suggesting susceptibility, whereas 

participants with higher action control demonstrated heightened goal striving when 

given the same primes, suggesting counteraction. 

___________________ 

3  Participants not primed with an achievement goal who were shown the video 

depicting that person as motivated and focused on studying demonstrated a negative 

effect of action control, B = -5.50, F(1, 52) = 11.76, p < .002, which suggests assimilation 

to the videotaped confederate’s unexpected (and thus highly noticeable) increase in 

achievement motivation and is reminiscent of low-action-control individuals’ 

tendency to conform to social pressures placed on them. 
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In sum, the indifference perceived in another person was most motivationally 

undermining for participants with lower action control who were previously primed by 

that person with an achievement goal. Interestingly, and as also illustrated in Figure 4, 

on average, participants in all conditions underperformed on the chair-counting task—

all except those with higher action control who were goal-primed before receiving the 

indifference prime. Both the direction and high reliability of these results indicate that 

having an active achievement goal lends towards counteraction against indifference 

only among individuals with greater action control, for those with lower action control  

performed particularly poorly when primed with an achievement goal by the 

confederate and then later shown a video of her behaving with indifference.  

 There was no effect of participants’ own responses to the laptop survey 

questions, indicating that the observed effects were indeed due to the discrepancy 

between the confederate’s supposed survey answers and her subsequent behavior in the 

video rather than any discrepancy between participants’ own self-reported motivation 

and the confederate’s. There was also no residual effect on subsequent anagram 

performance in this study, indicating either that participants’ efforts over the course of 

the video satiated any active nonconscious goal (Chartrand et al. 2008), or that 

indifference (and counteraction) effects are relatively immediate and short-lived (which 

may help explain the comparatively small effect observed in Study 2). However, these 
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null results are difficult to interpret and therefore the longer-term implications of these 

motivationally undermining influences remain unclear.  

I conclude from the present results, then, that those individuals who most 

strongly bring a particular motivation to perceivers’ minds are also the ones who 

potentially exert the strongest influence when they begin behaving with indifference. 

However, individuals’ reactions to such influences also seem to be dependent on their 

own degree of action control, such that although those with lower action control may be 

the most easily deflated by the indifference perceived in others, those with higher action 

control instead seem to react to others’ indifference with heightened goal striving. In 

sum, merely having a highly active goal is not enough to counteract the influence of 

others’ indifference; individuals must also be able to shield their active intentions from 

external influences that would otherwise put them into doubt. 

5. General Discussion 

Psychology has long understood that individuals’ own attitudes and motivations 

are often shaped in comparison to others (e.g., Festinger 1954, Triplett 1898), and in line 

with this reasoning, I examined in three studies how individuals’ own goal-directed 

behavior is often shaped by the lack of motivation (the “indifference”) perceived in 

others. In Study 1, participants who were subliminally primed with images of people 

exhibiting behaviors typical of indifference subsequently performed worse on an 

academic task themselves. Results from this initial study indicated that this effect 
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occurred due to a direct perception-behavior link that could not be explained by 

alternative hypotheses such as the activation of another goal.  

However, this tendency to adopt the indifference perceived in others seemed to 

decrease as individuals’ own comparative motivation towards a goal increased. In Study 

2, I found that individuals’ own current motivations moderated their reactions to others’ 

indifference, in that although non-goal-primed participants showed the same pattern of 

results observed in Study 1, participants primed with a nonconscious achievement goal 

instead showed counteraction by performing better on the academic task when given 

the indifference prime. In Study 3, I examined this counteraction effect more deeply by 

demonstrating that individual differences in action control—the ability to sustain goal 

pursuit once the intention to pursue it has been formed—moderated goal-primed 

participants’ implicit reactions to the indifference prime. 

 Collectively, these studies indicate that individuals’ social sensitivity to 

indifference is similar to other social contagion processes in that it can occur outside 

people’s conscious awareness and yet have significant consequences for goal striving. 

However, these effects were not very reliable in Study 2 in which the prime was 

delivered prior to the goal performance task, and although the indifference-priming 

effect was more reliable in Study 3, wherein participants worked on the goal 

performance task at the same time that they were receiving the indifference priming 

manipulation, participants in Study 3 also demonstrated no subsequent performance 
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loss on the second task. These findings support the notion that indifference is not an 

active goal state and instead represents a temporary reduction in goal activity as 

outlined in the introduction. Indeed, although the influence of others’ indifference is real 

it also seems to be relatively short lived in the population I tested, suggesting that the 

trait priming effect of perceiving indifference in others may be more akin to priming 

other semantic concepts (such as "stupidity", Dijksterhuis and Van Knippenberg 1998), 

which might affect behavior in the short term but extinguishes rapidly afterwards.  

Nevertheless, that the indifference effects observed in this study occurred 

through mere exposure to others’ behaviors implies that this type of influence is 

pervasive, can occur in a moment’s notice, and has socially contagious qualities. This 

raises several questions regarding the broader social and self-regulatory implications of 

socially induced indifference that warrant further investigation. For instance, how does 

becoming indifferent affect subsequent self-regulation and goal striving—can people 

become chronically indifferent much in the same way that they become chronically 

motivated or chronically “stupid”? Also, what are the consequences of indifference for 

individuals’ social relationships—not just how individuals feel towards those who are 

indifferent towards them, but also how do individuals behave towards others when they 

are primed with others’ indifference? Just as importantly, is indifference necessarily a 

bad thing or might individuals’ automatic reactions to the indifference perceived in 
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others sometimes help bring an end to pursuits that they cannot let go of on their own? I 

will conclude by addressing each of these questions in turn. 

5.1 Implications for Self-Regulation 

The most readily evident implication of perceiving indifference in others regards 

the way in which such perceptions can automatically undermine goal pursuit and thus 

increase individuals’ likelihood of failing at goals that they are uncertain about or are 

pursuing only passively (i.e., at baseline levels of activity). Given the self-evident nature 

of this possibility, I will instead focus on other, and perhaps more subtle, potential 

implications of such influences on subsequent self-regulation. Specifically, I consider 

how the implicit nature of this influence could lead individuals to fail at their goals 

without conscious awareness, possibly leading them to misattribute their failures to the 

wrong cause or lead them to avoid more difficult goal pursuits when in the company of 

indifferent others due to their tendency to fail at those goals when those others are 

present.  

Given the implicit nature of the perception-behavior process, it is important to 

note that people may not always be aware of the ways in which they are vulnerable (or 

resistant) to others’ influences. If individuals are not consciously aware of their exposure 

to motivationally undermining influences or how such influences are affecting their 

behavior, they might not be able to implement appropriate self-regulation strategies that 

facilitate resistance to them (Baumeister, Heatherton, and Tice 1994; Brownell et al. 



 

68 

1986). Moreover, chronically giving in to the indifference of others might also lead 

individuals to believe that they cannot resist such influences even if they wanted to 

(Wills 1994). Although experiencing small amounts of goal failure typically leads to 

frustration and counteraction, continued failure eventually induces depression and a 

sense of learned helplessness—particularly among those who cannot attribute their 

failures to external sources (Mikulincer 1988). Therefore, it would be interesting to 

examine how the attributions individuals make of their failures might both moderate 

their immediate susceptibility to implicit influences and also affect their subsequent goal 

striving. 

A second but related question for subsequent research is how experiences of 

indifference as primed by others can affect individuals’ own satisfaction and subsequent 

desire to pursue a goal. The present studies indicate that individuals who are most 

susceptible to these influences are those whose intentions towards a goal are not very 

strong or well formed, and when considered in context of engendering important goals 

in developing populations (e.g., studiousness or ethics in children), early exposure to 

indifference might affect how those goals are subsequently experienced and construed. 

This may, in turn, undermine those individuals’ chances of later experiencing a sense of 

regulatory fit with such pursuits (Higgins 2005). 

A third question is whether perceiving of others’ lack of motivation can lead 

individuals to implicitly assume that some goals are simply inappropriate or impossible 
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to pursue in others’ company (e.g., not being able to concentrate around friends, peers, 

loved ones). Such assumptions could significantly affect not just when and how a goal is 

pursued, but also affect individuals’ perception of social support for those goals. Indeed, 

it would be useful to know whether mere exposure to others who are chronically 

associated with a sense of indifference can deactivate goal striving in individuals’ minds, 

much in contrast to the way that goals often activate in the presence of others who are 

chronically associated with a high degree of motivation towards them (Fitzsimons and 

Bargh 2003; Shah 2003b). This also raises questions regarding how motivationally 

undermining influences affect individuals’ relationships to others, which I consider next. 

5.2 Implications for Social Relationships 

The extent to which individuals implicitly value their relationships is in part 

determined by those others’ instrumentality to the individuals’ own current goal 

pursuits (Fitzsimons and Shah 2008; Fitzsimons et al. 2005). This suggests that people 

might implicitly place less value on their relationships with those who become a source 

of indifference to them. As an example of this, Sanderson and colleagues (Sanderson and 

Cantor 2001; Sanderson and Evans 2001) found that people were not as satisfied with 

their romantic relationships when their partners did not share a similar degree of 

enthusiasm for their intimacy goals. The indifference of others might also be experienced 

as threatening not just to individuals’ goal pursuits but also to their sense of autonomy 

given their automatic susceptibility to such influences. When considered in the context 
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of reactance in close relationships, as Brehm (1989) suggested, significant others who 

have threatened individuals’ autonomy once may be perceived as likely to do so again. 

Such threats-by-implication may result in chronic resistance to the goals and wishes of 

certain significant others, which could undermine the quality of individuals’ 

relationships to them. 

The influence of others’ indifference might also affect individuals’ interpersonal 

behavior. For instance, individuals who experience indifference may behave with more 

indifference towards others as well, potentially creating a cyclical problem in that those 

who are made indifferent by others’ influence may in turn (and without conscious 

awareness) become the source of indifference to others. Alternatively, individuals who 

are made indifferent by others might also have trouble forming the intention to leave 

those situations, unwittingly immersing themselves in a social environment that only 

prolongs their exposure to the source of their indifference. Seeing a roommate sleeping 

in one morning, for example, might lead individuals to skip an early-morning class 

themselves, which not only undermines their subsequent academic performance but 

also potentially increases their time spent around that lazy roommate.  

Despite these potential problems, exposure to others’ lack of motivation may not 

always be avoidable, as sometimes acquiescing to others’ influence may be a necessary 

part of social functioning. For instance, some goals are entirely interpersonal and simply 

cannot be pursued in the absence of others (Baron and Boudreau 1987). Therefore, 
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individuals might need to accept a roommate’s laziness towards housework and let the 

apartment go unclean in order to keep from having to do all the housework on their 

own or risk disrupting an otherwise-harmonious relationship with their roommate. As 

such, people’s sensitivity to the lack of motivation they perceive in others may not 

inherently be a weakness, and so in the final section below I consider how future studies 

might examine the self-regulatory advantages that receptiveness to others’ indifference 

could provide.  

5.3 Exiting Gracefully: On the Potential Desirability of 
Indifference 

As important as it is to consider the potentially harmful implications of being 

sensitive to others’ indifference, it is equally important to address in future studies how 

such sensitivity might also bring with it several self-regulatory benefits. Although the 

present research considers only how counteraction to these influences can facilitate more 

fervent goal pursuit, there may be other more subtle benefits to socially induced 

indifference not considered in the present work. 

For example, knowing when to pick up a goal and when to put it aside is a 

fundamental issue in goal management (Shah 2005), and intuition might suggest that 

people need to be sensitive to goal-deactivating cues because withdrawing 

motivationally in situations that obstruct the effectiveness, value, or enjoyment of a goal 

might facilitate self-regulatory functioning. That is, individuals cannot always effectively 

pursue their goals and they might sometimes benefit from cues that signal when a goal’s 
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moment of opportunity has passed so that goal striving can deactivate accordingly. Such 

self-regulatory indifference might free up individuals’ limited attentional and self-

regulatory resources (Baumeister et al. 1998; Shah 2005) to pursue other desirable goals 

instead (see Carver 2003; Fishbach and Dhar 2005). Indeed, just how disengaging from 

unattainable long-term goals can reduce individuals’ stress and rumination (Wrosch et 

al. 2003), so too might temporary indifference also reduce individuals’ goal-related 

frustrations.  

The importance of sensitivity to cues associated with indifference is highlighted 

by evidence suggesting that people often have considerable difficulty deactivating a goal 

once the intention to pursue it has been formed (Bargh et al. 2001; Chartrand et al. 2008). 

Indeed, sustained goal activation after its moment of opportunity has passed can 

become quite problematic: Studies have shown that an unfulfilled goal lingering in the 

mind of its pursuer can interfere with cognitive functioning and also other important 

pursuits (e.g., Masicampo 2008; Sparrow and Wegner 2006). This suggests that failures 

of goal deactivation might precipitate further failures in unrelated goal domains. 

Brunstein & Olbrich (1985), for instance, found that individuals who are dispositionally 

focused on their internal states (e.g., ruminating on their failed goals) suffer worse 

performance on subsequent, unrelated tasks than others because of their inability to 

cognitively disengage from those previous failures (see also Kuhl and Weiss 1985). 

Similarly, Kuhl and Helle (1986) demonstrated that clinically depressed participants 
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perform worse on a memory task than nondepressed participants after being 

interrupted from an assigned goal of cleaning up a messy desk. These studies illustrate 

that self-regulatory effectiveness involves more than just sensitivity to cues that activate 

goal pursuit (e.g., Fishbach and Shah 2006), but also sensitivity to cues that deactivate 

goal pursuit.  

On a final but related note, constant progress towards a particular goal may not 

always be appropriate and might sometimes even undermine effective self-regulation by 

virtue of its own pursuit. As just a few examples, individuals may often wish to scale 

back their pursuits to better affiliate with underperforming peers (Gollwitzer and Bargh 

1996), to maintain behavioral synchrony with those from whom they seek social 

acceptance (Cheng and Chartrand 2003; Lakin and Chartrand 2003), and also perhaps to 

spare themselves the psychologically depleting effect of behaving in socially 

asynchronous ways (Finkel et al. 2006). Perhaps most importantly, however, sometimes 

a goal is simply wrong for individuals to pursue and it might take the lack of 

enthusiasm seen in others to help them realize it. Indeed, forward progress is only 

useful for as long as it generates positive outcomes, and so despite all the troubles 

associated with giving up on a goal, the troubles brought on by succeeding at it could be 

far worse. This problem of choosing between accepting indifference towards a goal 

versus relentlessly pursuing it could be a rather fundamental issue in self-regulation. As 

perhaps best characterized in a parody by Woody Allen, “…mankind faces a crossroads. 
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One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction. Let us 

pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly” (Allen 1980, 79). 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 Image Primes used in Studies 1 and 2 

Indifference / Studying condition (Study 1); Indifference condition (Study 2): 

 

Control / Studying condition (Study 1); Control condition (Study 2):   

 

Indifference condition / Leisure (Study 1): 

 
Control condition / Leisure (Study 2): 
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Image Masks (also used in Study 2): 
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 Appendix 2 Achievement Goal Prime Used in Study 2 

 (Bargh and Chartrand 2000) 

 

Next you will be presented with a series of words to unscramble into coherent sentences.  

Each series contains five (5) words, four (4) of which may be used to create your 

sentence.  Remember to leave one of the five words out of your response.  Unscramble 

each of the twenty word series to form single 4-word sentences and enter that new 

sentence in the space provided. Remember, only 4 of the 5 words need to be used! 

 

(Achievement goal priming condition items): 

1. he         what         gain         did         summer  = what did he gain 

2. him         attain         often         they         meet  =  they meet him often 

3. finish         you         sometime         will         when  =  when will you finish 

4. haven't      flourished      flowers      him        these     = these flowers haven’t flourished 

5. reach         stars         the         decision         for  =  reach for the stars 

6. truth         he         realized         easy         the  =  he realized the truth 

7. the         score         sudden         what          is    = what is the score 

8. want         I         as         to         win    = I want to win 

9. grass         green         orange         is         the  = the grass is green 

10. plant         will         the         thrive        survive  = the plant will survive 

11. achieve         did         what         done         he  = what did he achieve 

12. she         promise        her         roots         fulfilled  = she fulfilled her promise 

13. completed         her         she         did         homework = she did her homework 

14. start         perform         well         the         task  = perform the task well 

15. hat         chose         he         the         wanted  = he wanted the hat 

16. does         how         succeed         know         he  = how does he succeed 

17. smoothly         he         turn         the         execute  = execute the turn smoothly 

18. time         arrived         he         on         stay  = he arrived on time 

19. prosper         at         children         school         he  = children at school prosper 

20. his         he         past         goals         accomplished = he accomplished his goals 

 

(No goal priming condition items): 

1. he         what         want         did         summer  = what did he want 

2. him         cat         often         they         meet   = they meet him often 

3. begin         you         sometime         will         when  = when will you begin 

4. haven't   bloomed        flowers         him         these       =  these flowers haven’t bloomed 

5. look         stars         the         decision         at  = look at the stars 

6. truth         he         understood         easy         the  =  he understood the truth 

7. the         reason         sudden         what          is  = what is the reason 
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8. wanted        he        as         to         cry   = he wanted to cry 

9. grass         green         orange         is         the  = the grass is green 

10. plant         will         the         suggest        survive  = the plant will survive 

11. do         did         what         done         he   = what did he do 

12. she         promise        her         relax         kept  = she kept her promise 

13. ignored         the         she         did         homework = she ignored the homework 

14. start         isolate         now         the         task  = start the task now 

15. hat         chose         he         the         wanted  = he chose the hat 

16. does         how         guess         know         he  = how does he know 

17. smoothly         he         turn         the         negotiate            = negotiate the turn smoothly 

18. time         left         he         on         stay   = he left on time 

19. like         at         children         school         that  = school children like that 

20. her         he         past         carefree         ignored  = he ignored her past 
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Appendix 3 Achievement Goal Prime Used in Study 3

Achievement Goal Prime Screenshot: 

Screenshot: 

Appendix 3 Achievement Goal Prime Used in Study 3 
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Appendix 4 Anagram Task 

This next task will be used to test your verbal fluency. You will be presented with a 

string of letters to unscramble into coherent words.  Each letter string contains five (5) 

letters, and your goal is to use them to create as many five-letter words as possible and 

type those words into the blank space provided. There are several combinations possible 

for each word. Remember, all 5 of 5 letters need to be used!  

     

 Test anagrams  Possible solutions (e.g.,…)  

 1.   O R P E S   ropes, pores, spore, prose, poser   

 2.   R T C A E   crate, trace, react, cater, carte     

 3.   K S T A E   steak, stake, takes, skate, keats, kates 

 4.  L A S E T    tales, stale, steal, slate, least 

 5.  L P O S O   loops, sloop, spool, pools, polos 

 6.  S A E R P        pares, spare, pears, reaps, spear, parse 

 7.  L I S V E    elvis, levis, lives, veils, evils 

 8.  S E B T A   beats, abets, bates, beast, betas  

 9.  E P L A S    lapse, peals, pales, pleas, leaps 

 10.  S E M A T    meats, teams, steam, tames, mates 

  



 

Appendix 5 Chair Counting Task Used in Study 3

Before video playback: 

 

 

After video playback: 
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Chair Counting Task Used in Study 3 
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Appendix 6 Action Control Subscale Used in Study 3 

(Kuhl 1994) 

1) When I have lost something that is very valuable to me and I can't find it anywhere: 

a)    I have a hard time concentrating on something else. 

b) I put it out of my mind after a little while. 

2) If I've worked for weeks on one project and then everything goes completely wrong 

with the project: 

a) It takes me a long time to adjust myself to it. 

b) It bothers me for a while, but then I don't think about it anymore. 

3) When I'm in a competition and have lost every time: 

a) I can soon put losing out of my mind. 

b) The thought that I lost keeps running through my mind. 

4) If I had just bought a new piece of equipment (for example, an MP3 player) and it 

accidentally fell on the floor and was damaged beyond repair: 

a) I would manage to get over it quickly. 

b) It would take me a long time to get over it. 

5) If I have to talk to someone about something important and I repeatedly can't find 

him or her: 

a) I can't stop thinking about it, even while I'm doing something else. 

b) I easily forget about it until I can see the person again. 

6) When I've bought a lot of stuff at a store and realize when I get home that I paid too  

       much--but I can't get my money back: 

a) I can't concentrate on anything else. 

b) I easily forget about it. 

7) When I am told that my work has been completely unsatisfactory: 

a) I don't let it bother me for too long. 

b) I feel paralyzed. 

8) If I'm stuck in traffic and miss an important appointment: 

a) At first, it's difficult for me to start doing anything else at all. 

b) I quickly forget about it and do something else. 

9) When something is very important to me, but I can't seem to get it right: 

a) I gradually lose heart. 

b) I just forget about it and go do something else. 

10) When something really gets me down: 

a) I have trouble doing anything at all. 

b) I find it easy to distract myself by doing other things. 

11) When several things go wrong on the same day: 

a) I usually don't know how to deal with it. 

b) I just keep on going as though nothing had happened. 
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12) When I have put all my effort into doing a really good job on something and the 

whole thing doesn't work out: 

a) I don't have too much difficulty starting something else. 

b) I have trouble doing anything else at all. 
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Appendix 7 Funneled Debriefing 

Funneled Debriefing Used in Studies 1 and 2: 

 

1. Did you have any suspicions during the experiment? What did it seem we were 

studying? 

2. Do you believe any of the questionnaires and tasks were related? How might they be 

related? 

3. Are there any parts of the experiment that seemed to be trying to influence you to 

think in a certain way? What were they? 

4. Can you guess precisely what was being flashed in the corners of the screen? 

5. The “flashes” were actually images of people. Can you guess precisely how were 

those people were behaving? 

 

 

Funneled Debriefing Used in Study 3: 

 

1. Did you have any suspicions during the experiment? What did it seem we were 

studying? 

2. Do you believe any of the questionnaires and tasks were related? How might they be 

related? 

3. Are there any parts of the experiment that seemed to be trying to influence you to 

think in a certain way? What were they? 

4. During the video the person onscreen was engaged in certain behaviors. Can you 

guess what those behaviors were, specifically? 
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