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1991. Ninety-four studies were identified which incorporated a
measure of adolescent goal content/processes. We explore and dis-
cuss the theories employed in these studies, methods of goal mea-
surement, and the findings presented in the studies. Adolescent
goal content and pursuit appear to be influenced by various soci-
odemographic and psychological factors. In turn, goal content, goal
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Life tasks pursuit and (un)successful goal attainment are related to adoles-
Aspirations cent behavior, health and well-being. Limitations and suggestions
Goal pursuit for further research are discussed.
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According to motivation theory, human behavior is fundamentally goal directed (Carver & Scheier,
1990a; Ford, 1992). Goals are the reference point or standard of comparison against which we evalu-
ate our current state or behavior (Carver & Scheier, 1990a). Although goal content is guided by social
and cultural norms (Nurmi, 1993; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006), the set of goals one endorses is highly
idiosyncratic (Carver & Scheier, 1990a). In a process defined by Nurmi as channeling (Nurmi, 2004),
personal goals are shaped by, for example, previous learning experiences, individual characteristics,
and the opportunities and constraints afforded by the environment. In the context of these environ-
ments and opportunities, adolescents construct their goals and make plans to achieve them (defined
as selection, see Nurmi, 2004).

Adolescent goals are unique to this period, and distinct from those of adults (Nurmi, 1987; Ogilvie,
Rose & Heppen, 2001). Typically they reflect the developmental tasks and age-graded developmental
deadlines of adolescents (Cantor, Norem, Niedenthal, Langston & Brower, 1987; Havighurst, 1953;

* Corresponding author. Fax: +31 71527 4678.
E-mail address: emassey@fsw.leidenuniv.nl (E.K. Massey).

0273-2297/$ - see front matter © 2008 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.dr.2008.03.002


mailto:emassey@fsw.leidenuniv.nl
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02732297
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/dr

422 E.K. Massey et al./Developmental Review 28 (2008) 421-460

Nurmi, 1987, 1991). Setting and successfully pursuing goals is particularly pertinent during adoles-
cence when establishing identity is of fundamental importance (Erikson, 1963). Goal pursuit is sug-
gested to serve as a self-directing and self-defining process (Nurmi, 1991, 1993, 2001). Adolescents
direct their own development towards particular outcomes by selecting goals, determining strategies
to achieve them and by evaluating the outcome of their efforts. This process defines the roles they take
on, the narratives they construct and how they evaluate themselves (Nurmi, 1993). The developing
self-identity, or so-called self-concept, in turn influences adolescents’ outcome expectations, choice
of goals and means of goal pursuit in a continuous interactive process (see Cantor & Kihlstrom,
1987; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Nurmi, 2001; Stein, Roeser & Markus, 1998).

As individuals invest their time, energy and resources in pursuit of their goals, the goal pursuit pro-
cess shapes emotional experience (Cantor et al., 1991; Emmons, 1991). Research on adults and under-
graduate students has identified that successful goal pursuit is associated with positive affect and
higher well-being (Affleck et al., 1998; Brunstein, 1993; Harris, Daniels & Briner, 2003; King, Richards
& Stemmerich, 1998). Basic psychological needs, such as relatedness, competence and autonomy are
regarded to be the motivational force behind goal setting and successful goal attainment is suggested
to satisfy these needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan, Deci & Grolnick, 1995; Skinner & Wellborn, 1994).
Conversely, impediment to goal pursuit is associated with greater negative affect and to a reduction
in well-being (Emmons, 1986, 1996; Emmons & King, 1988; King et al., 1998). In order, therefore,
to understand adolescent physical and emotional well-being, it is necessary to understand adolescent
aspirations, and the factors that influence goal attainment.

Various theoretical perspectives have been used to understand and explain the mechanisms and
processes involved in the development of goal setting and pursuit in adolescence. Theories such as
Possible Selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006) and Future Orientation Theory (Nur-
mi, 1991, 1993; Seginer, 1992; Trommsdorff, Lamm & Schmidt, 1979) incorporate conceptualizations
of the selves we expect to, hope to, fear or want to avoid becoming. These abstract cognitive represen-
tations incorporate both an approach and avoidance component. Another cognitive conceptualization
of goals is that of Current Concerns (Klinger, 1975) in which to hold a concern is to be committed to a
goal, forming incentives for behavior. Other theories conceptualize goals on a more behavioral level,
such as Personal Projects (Little, 1983) which are defined as interrelated acts intended to achieve or
maintain a desired state. In Carver and Scheier’s Control Theory (Carver & Scheier, 1990a, 1990b), Ban-
dura’s Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986, 1997), and Higgins’ Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins,
1987) goals serve as the standard or cognitive, symbolic representation against which the current
state or behavior is compared. Discrepancy between this ideal and the current state generates dissat-
isfaction and motivates purposeful action. Goal-Setting Theory (Latham & Locke, 1991; Locke & Latham,
1990) proposes goal-directed action to be conscious and purposeful and that difficult but realistic
goals lead to better performance. Life tasks (Cantor et al., 1987; Havighurst, 1953) incorporate a
time-perspective into the definition of goals in which personally determined tasks are to be worked
on and completed during a certain period of the life span. Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan,
1985, 1990) focuses on the source of motivation for goals as either intrinsic or extrinsic. Despite dif-
ferences in focus, abstraction and terminology, what these theories share is that goals are defined as
motivational forces guiding behavior (Nurmi, 1997) and developmental pathways, and that goals are
key to understanding (adolescent) behavior and well-being.

In 1991, Nurmi published an extensive review of the literature on adolescent goals incorporating
studies from areas such as developmental, social, clinical and motivational psychology. In the review,
Nurmi describes adolescent goal pursuit according to the processes of motivation, planning and eval-
uation. Later, Nurmi expanded this into a broader theory of adolescent socialization incorporating
channeling, selection, adjustment and evaluation (Nurmi, 2004). The majority of the findings dis-
cussed in this article fall under the mechanisms of channeling and selection. Since Nurmi’s 1991 re-
view a considerable amount of research has been published in this rapidly growing area of
psychology. The aim of the present review is to update the state of the art and to take stock of the find-
ings from the past decade and a half in adolescent motivational research. Due to the variety in theo-
retical approaches and operationalizations of these concepts, the results of the studies reviewed were
very varied. This review is an attempt to bring order to the findings, to draw some general conclusions
and to make suggestions as to where we could go from here.
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Following earlier researchers (such as Ford, 1992, and Austin & Vancouver, 1996), we differentiate
(a) goal content and (b) goal processes. Goal content is defined as the content of the desired state, for
example ‘complete all my schooling’ or ‘get my own place’ (Chang, Chen, Greenberger, Dooley & Heck-
hausen, 2006) or the state which is to be avoided, for example ‘unemployment’ or ‘divorce’ (Malmberg
& Norrgard, 1999). In our definition of goal content we include goal importance (as this is often used as
an indicator of the extent to which the goal is endorsed), the orientation of the goal (such as approach/
avoidance or intrinsic/extrinsic), and the structure of the goal taxonomy (such as balance of approach
and avoidance goals). Goal processes include behaviors and cognitions associated with these goals
such as goal commitment, perceived difficulty, perception of attainability, plans for realization, per-
ceived progress, expected age for goal attainment (temporal extension) and attributions for goal
success.

First, we review the research on the association between adolescents’ sociodemographic character-
istics and (a) goal content and (b) goal processes. Second, we explore the relationships between goal
content and processes on the one hand and behavioral and psychological outcomes on the other. Fi-
nally, we discuss the findings and methodological issues raised by the review and make suggestions
for future research.

Method
Search strategy

Articles were retrieved via online databases (Psychinfo, ERIC, and PubMed) and cross-checking ref-
erence lists. Taking conceptualizations from the relevant motivational theories (described above), our
search terms incorporated a combination of adolescent(s)/ce with one of the following: personal goals,
personal strivings, personal projects, (future) aspirations, possible selves, future orientation, life tasks,
and current concerns.

Selection criteria

Empirical articles which satisfied the following criteria were included in the review: published be-
tween 1991 and 2007, written in English, includes a sample of adolescents between the ages of 10 and
18 years, and includes a measure of goal content or processes as either an independent or dependent
variable. Articles were excluded which investigated exclusively undergraduate students.

One hundred and two articles written on ninety-four studies were identified as satisfying these cri-
teria. We focus on school-aged adolescents from the age of 10 (which is commonly viewed as the
beginning of early adolescence, see Petersen, 1988) up to graduation from high-school (in the most
cases at 18 years of age). We excluded studies which exclusively investigated undergraduate students
as graduation from high-school is a major developmental task likely to have a great impact on adoles-
cents’ goals. The majority of adolescents in the studies were between the ages of 10 and 18, although
two studies included children under the age of 10, eleven studies included samples of (mainly) high-
school children who were over the age of 18, and seven studies followed adolescents into adulthood
up to the age of 33 (see Table 1). The majority of the studies reviewed here were cross-sectional.
Twenty-five studies were longitudinal and a further four reported on the first wave or a single wave
of longitudinal data. Forty-nine of the reviewed studies reported on goal content, fourteen reported on
goal processes and thirty-one reported on both content and processes.

We restricted our review to articles which employ motivational theories in which the goal concept
is a central tenet. It is beyond the scope of this review to include literature pertaining to the burgeon-
ing area of achievement motivation (for further elaboration see for example Covington, 2000; Eccles,
2007). Similarly, we limit our discussion to only the goal-related findings of each study. Dispositional
or trait-like constructs which may underpin goal pursuit mechanisms such as personality, optimism,
hope, and future-time perspective fall outside the realms of this review (the interested reader is re-
ferred to Motivation and Emotion, December 2001 for a discussion of these issues). Table 1 presents
all reviewed studies in alphabetical order of author name, including details on the sample, measures,
design, procedures and results.



Table 1

Articles reviewed: Adolescent goal content and pursuit

Author

Sample

Age (M)

Goal construct

Other constructs

Method

Main results

Ali et al. (2005)

Aloise-Young
et al. (2001)

Anderman and
Anderman
(1999)

Armstrong and
Crombie
(2000)

Bandura et al.
(2001)

114 American
adolescents. 77%
Caucasian

1606 American
adolescents. 48%
Caucasian, 32%
Hispanic, 24% Other

660 American
adolescents. 55%
African American, 39%
Caucasian, 7% Hispanic

502 Canadian
adolescents

272 Italian adolescents

Grade 9 (14.7)

Grade 6 (11.9)
Grade 7 (12.7)
Grade 8 (13.7)
Grade 9 (14.7)

T1: grade 5
T2: grade 6

Grades 8-10

11-15 (12) at
Time 1

Process: Vocational Outcome
Expectations scale. 6-items, rated on
a 4-point scale, e.g., “My career
planning will lead to a satisfying
career for me”

Content: 3 hoped for, 3 expected and
3 feared selves. E.g., “MEs that you
hope will describe you”, “MEs that
probably will describe you” and
“MEs that you are afraid will
describe you”

Content: Approach ability goal
orientation (Patterns of Adaptive
Learning Survey). Social
responsibility goals, social
relationship goals and social status
goals measured on a 5-point scale

Content: Occupational aspirations:
“List three jobs or occupations that
you think you would really like to
have when you are 35 years old.”
Participants selected the most
desired of the three. Occupational
expectations measured in same way

Content: Importance placed on
academic achievements (own,
parents and friends), expected
academic performance (own,
parents) and expected level of
education to be completed, rated on
a 5-point scale

SES, Vocational/Educational
Self-Efficacy Scale, Parent
Support Scale, Sibling
Support Scale, Friends
Support Scale, perception of
educational barriers

Cigarette and alcohol
consumption

Psychological Sense of
School Membership Scale
(belonging), GPA

Participants coded on
aspiration/expectation
discrepancies. Expectations
relative to aspirations rated
as more masculine, non-
discrepant, or more
feminine, and higher in SES,
non-discrepant, or lower in
SES

Self-efficacy beliefs,
parental perceived
academic efficacy
(mothers), parental
academic aspirations,
academic achievement,
perceived occupational
self-efficacy, occupational
choices (Time 2)

Questionnaires
completed in
school

T1 questionnaire
on health
behavior. T2
questionnaire on
possible selves 6
weeks later

Longitudinal
study.
Questionnaires
completed in
schools

3-year
longitudinal
study.
Questionnaires
completed in the
spring of grade 8,
9 and 10

1-year

prospective study.

Adolescents, their
mothers and
teachers
participated.

High maternal support was related to high
vocational outcome expectations and
vocational/educational self-efficacy. Peer and
sibling support were positively related to
vocational/educational self-efficacy. Higher
self-efficacy was related to higher outcome
expectations

Balance between expected and feared selves
was related to lower negative health behavior.
Number of positive expected selves was
negatively related to health behavior for 8th
and 9th graders, particularly for girls. Heavy
use higher in those lacking positive selves,
particularly in 9th graders

Girls reported lower ability goals, higher
relationship and social responsibility goals.
Boys reported higher social status goals.
School belonging and social responsibility
goals were related to higher mastery goals.
Relationship and social status goals were
related to higher performance/ability goals

From grade 8 to 9, and from grade 9 to 10,
aspirations were generally brought in line
with (earlier discrepant) expectations.
Changes in expectations were found in the
direction of closing the discrepancy-gap.
Adolescents with non-discrepant expectations
and aspirations generally did not alter
aspirations, although they did reduce the
socio-economic level of their aspirations

SES had no direct effect on academic
aspirations, but was mediated by parental
perceived academic efficacy and aspirations.
Parental aspirations were strongly related to
adolescent aspirations. Adolescents’
aspirations mediate between social and
academic efficacy beliefs and occupational
efficacy
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Measurement of adolescent goals

Goal content measures used in the papers reviewed can be broadly divided into two main ap-
proaches: an open (idiographic) goal elicitation procedure and pre-defined (nomothetic) goal mea-
sures. In the subsequent discussion of the literature, we shall differentiate between these
procedures by indicating goals reported for the former and goals endorsed for the latter.

An open goal-elicitation procedure allows insight into the self-articulated and spontaneously gen-
erated goals of adolescents. This ensures personal relevance of the goals and on the basis of such qual-
itative procedures, structured goal measures of greater validity can be developed. However, the
concept of personal goals is an abstract one requiring a certain level of concentration, self-reflection
and cognitive maturity on the part of the adolescent. Of the studies reviewed, the Hopes and Fears
Questionnaire and Hopes and Fears Interview (see Nurmi, 1994) are two of the most commonly used
open-ended measures.

The second approach is to employ pre-devised goal lists or measures. The advantage of pre-defined
goal measures is that participants respond to the same set of goals allowing easier comparison of re-
sponses within and between studies. Additionally, the researcher can target goals which may not be
spontaneously generated by the adolescent, for example, goals relating to sexual relationships or ille-
gal activities. However, adolescents may have difficulty identifying with the items if they are not per-
sonally relevant to them. This could be a possible demand characteristic of such methods.
Furthermore, focusing on a limited number of goals precludes an evaluation of the full taxonomy of
adolescent goals and the interplay between them. Just over half of the studies reviewed employed
closed ended goal-measures, of which the Aspirations Index (Kasser & Ryan, 1993) is one of the most
commonly used.

For both open and closed ended measures, the question posed and the type of measure being used
determines the type of response generated. Due to differing theoretical approaches, varying operation-
alizations of the goal concept have been employed resulting in differing abstraction and temporal
extension of the goals elicited. These can range from concrete expectations in the short term to dreams
for the undetermined future (see Table 1 for details).

With regards to treatment of data generated by open goal-elicitation procedures, goals are
commonly either divided into categories based on the content generated (e.g., Knox, Funk, Elliott
& Bush, 2000) or divided into pre-defined categories often based on earlier studies (e.g., Klaczynski
& Reese, 1991). Some studies divided goals into ‘approach’ versus ‘avoidance’ regardless of content
area (e.g., Dickson & MacLeod, 2004a). In other studies, balance scores were calculated. Goals are
considered to be balanced when a positive/approach goal in a certain domain is complimented or
balanced by a negative/avoidance goal in the same domain (e.g., Aloise-Young, Hennigan & Leong,
2001; Oyserman, Gant & Ager, 1995). Other categorizations include relative frequency score,
salience, density, specificity, affective tone, and differentiation (see for example, Seginer, 1992; Yowell,
2000).

Results

Adolescents have been found to report personal goals in a variety of life domains. The most com-
mon adolescent goals relate to education and occupation (e.g., Lanz, Rosnati, Marta & Scabini, 2001).
Other important goals include those relating to social relationships (e.g., Carroll, 2002; Knox et al.,
2000). Money, fame and power appear to be at the bottom of adolescent priorities (Budhwar, Reeves,
& Farrell, 2000; Cohen & Cohen, 2001). Goals less commonly reported include equality (Carroll, 2002),
success and recognition (Knox et al., 2000), social connectedness (Kerpelman, Shoffner & Ross-Griffin,
2002), mortality (Honora, 2002) and military service (e.g., Seginer & Halabi-Kheir, 1998). These kinds
of goals may be more typical of, or specific to, the sample under investigation, for example the military
service is only reported in countries with mandatory conscription. Some responses reported do not
reflect personal desired states, but societal concerns which are not encompassed by the personal goal
definition employed in this review. These include global concerns such as war and the environment
(Knox et al., 2000; Malmberg & Norrgard, 1999; Nurmi, Poole & Kalakoski, 1994; Nurmi & Pulliainen,
1991; Seginer, 1992; Seginer & Halabi, 1991; Seginer & Halabi-Kheir, 1998). In general, adolescent
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goals follow a ‘cultural prototype’ (Nurmi, 2001) whereby adolescents expect to achieve their educa-
tional goals first, followed by occupational and family goals and finally securing material assets (Chang
et al., 2006; Liberska, 2002; McCabe & Barnett, 2000; Nurmi, 1994; Nurmi et al., 1994; Yowell, 2000).
High aspirations in adolescence have been found to be related to greater achievement in young adult-
hood (Marjoribanks, 1994a, 2003a; Schoon, 2001; Schoon & Parsons, 2002).

Despite these general patterns, the type of goals that adolescents strive for can vary greatly be-
tween individuals. What factors influence an adolescent to aspire to be a scholar, an athlete, an entre-
preneur, or a parent? The selection of goals among the array of possibilities has been shown to be
related to many sociodemographic factors, such as age, gender, ethnicity, SES, level of education, his-
torical time (Nurmi, 1993), family values and social context (Cantor et al., 1991; Nurmi, 1991). These
factors influence the norms against which adolescents compare themselves and the context within
which goals are pursued.

Sociodemographic correlates of adolescent goal content and pursuit processes

Age

Content. Goal content is typically age-graded and reflects the important issues of a particular period of
the life span (Ogilvie et al., 2001). During the transition from childhood to adulthood, adolescents set
and pursue goals unique to this period. Within this life-phase, goal priorities change. Whereas leisure
goals peak in early adolescence (10-14 years) (Nurmi & Pulliainen, 1991; Nurmi et al., 1994), school/
education goals appear to increase towards middle (15 years) adolescence, and again decrease in late
adolescence (Lanz & Rosnati, 2002). Occupation, family and property goals appear to increase after
middle adolescence (Lanz & Rosnati, 2002; Nurmi, 1994). Older adolescents report a greater number
of (higher) educational hopes and fears (Nurmi et al., 1994; Seginer, 1992; Seginer & Halabi-Kheir,
1998), possibly indicating, with increasing cognitive maturity, the development of a more complex
goal structure, including both approach and avoidance goals. The above findings are in contrast to
one study which found that older adolescents across Europe and the United States endorsed career,
success, and social responsibility goals as less important than their younger counterparts did, while
social pleasure goals were rated as more important (Nurmi, Liiceanu & Liberska, 1999).

Processes. Planning goal attainment appears to increase during early to mid adolescence (Nurmi & Pul-
liainen, 1991). Expectations of goal realization are found to remain stable between early to mid ado-
lescence (Malmberg, Ehrman & Lithén, 2005), while confidence in goal attainability increases from
mid-adolescence onwards (Nurmi, 1994). Finally, in one study over the course of a year, occupational
aspirations were shown to be brought in line with (more realistic) expectations (Armstrong & Crom-
bie, 2000). This suggests that with age, adolescents may adjust their goals, increasing realistic chances
of goal attainment within the context of current opportunities and limitations.

With regards to temporal extension, adolescents are found to report goals/hopes which extend to
(but no further than) the beginning of the third decade of life (Chang et al., 2006; Lanz & Rosnati, 2002;
Nurmi, 1994; Nurmi et al., 1994). Fears on the other hand have been shown to extend up to the fourth
decade of life (Lanz & Rosnati, 2002). Possibly because they are further away in years to this ceiling
age, goals reported by younger adolescent extend further into the future than those of older adoles-
cents (Nurmi et al., 1994).

In summary, as developmental deadlines within this period loom and are achieved, the goals of
adolescents wax and wane reflecting changes in goal priority and importance. With increasing age,
adolescents seem to develop increasing self-regulatory skills and beliefs, such as planning and confi-
dence in attainment abilities.

Gender

Content. Many gender differences in adolescent goal content have been reported. Girls commonly re-
port a greater number or greater importance of interpersonal goals/hopes (Anderman & Anderman,
1999; Chang et al., 2006; Kasser & Ryan, 1993; Kasser, Ryan, Zax & Sameroff, 1995; Lanz & Rosnati,
2002; Malmberg & Norrgard, 1999; Nurmi, 1994; Nurmi & Pulliainen, 1991; Nurmi et al., 1999),
and fears (Knox et al., 2000; Nurmi, Poole & Seginer, 1995). Conversely, boys rate social status (Ander-
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man & Anderman, 1999), becoming successful (Nurmi et al., 1999) and financial aspirations as more
important (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). In the area of schooling, girls report and endorse educational goals to
a greater extent than boys (Honora, 2002; Marjoribanks, 2002a; Mau & Bikos, 2000; Nurmi, 1994; Nur-
mi et al., 1995; Yowell, 2000). A disproportionate number of girls are found to endorse possible aca-
demic selves in arts and humanities compared to boys who endorse more academic possible selves in
business and mathematics (Lips, 2004). However those girls who do endorse science-related career
goals in adolescence appear to be more likely to enter careers in these fields as adults (Schoon, Ross
& Martin, 2007). Further, differences also emerge in views on future career paths. Boys have been
found to report a greater number of occupational goals (Yowell, 2000), fears (Knox et al., 2000), and
more boys than girls expect to work full time for the majority of their lives (Curry, Trew, Turner &
Hunter, 1994). Girls who do endorse a greater career-orientation (compared to girls who do not) dem-
onstrate greater career value, perceived financial necessity, greater autonomy, self-efficacy and mas-
culine personality characteristics (assertiveness, dominance and independence) (Curry et al., 1994;
Rainey & Borders, 1997).

Although the majority of studies report gender differences in goal content, there are some incon-
sistencies in findings. For example, in one study girls report a greater number of goals than boys
(Malmberg & Norrgard, 1999), while in other studies no difference was found (Aloise-Young et al.,
2001; Knox et al., 2000; Newberry & Duncan, 2001). Some studies record fewer gender differences
than they had expected for example only gender differences in relative frequency of some fears (Knox
et al.,, 2000; Seginer, Vermulst & Shoyer, 2004).

Processes. Girls report greater exploration of, commitment to (Nurmi et al., 1995) and prioritization of
educational goals (Chang et al., 2006). They also believe that they are more likely to attain their edu-
cational goals than boys do (Malmberg & Trempata, 1997). Although one study found that girls would
be satisfied with achieving a lower level of education than boys (Wilson & Wilson, 1992). Boys on the
other hand are more specific in plans for attainment and consideration of possible obstacles for occu-
pational goals (Yowell, 2000). Findings from other studies suggest that gendered differences lie not in
hoped for (approach) goals but in feared selves (avoidance goals). For example, girls have been found
to rate feared selves as more likely to be realized than boys did (Knox et al., 2000; Malmberg et al.,
2005).

With regards to temporal extension, boys future goals have been suggested to extend further into
the future than those of girls (Nurmi & Pulliainen, 1991). Particularly, in the area of family, as girls gen-
erally evaluate themselves as more likely to find a partner and have children at an early age than boys
do (Malmberg & Trempata, 1997). However, gender differences in goal processes are not always sup-
ported. One study on African American adolescents found no gender differences on (romantic, family
and career) goal detail, perceived control, and goal-optimism and pessimism (McCabe & Barnett,
2000).

In short, goal content appears to reflect gendered-norms, particularly with regards to family goals,
educational and occupational goals, although others have suggested that gender differences in occu-
pational goals have disappeared in recent times (Lanz & Rosnati, 2002). Further, prioritization, com-
mitment, realization beliefs and temporal extension of interpersonal, education and occupational
goals appear to differ between boys and girls.

Family influence

Content. The nuclear family provides the context, resources and support for adolescent goal pursuit.
Some studies report large similarities between the (life) goals of parents and adolescents (Budhwar
et al., 2000; Creed, Conlon & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007; Kasser et al., 1995; Kerpelman et al., 2002),
while other studies report little similarity (Malmberg et al., 2005). For example, one study showed that
approximately 30% of parent-adolescent dyads did not share a single hope (Lanz et al., 2001). In gen-
eral, there is considerable evidence that high parental aspirations for their children translate into high
adolescent aspirations (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara & Pastorelli, 2001; Behnke, Piercy & Diversi,
2004; Jodl, Michael, Malanchuk, Eccles & Sameroff, 2001; Marjoribanks, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2003b,
2003c; Schoon & Parsons, 2002; Wilson & Wilson, 1992). Moreover, high parental aspirations for their
children have also been found to strengthen the relationship between adolescents’ aspirations and
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their educational achievements (Marjoribanks, 2003c¢). In addition to this, parental beliefs regarding
probability of their child achieving their goals have been shown to be related to adolescent goal
endorsement (Malmberg et al., 2005).

The relationship between parents and youths, as indicated by support and demands (Marjoribanks,
1991, 1994b; Seginer & Vermulst, 2002), closeness (Cohen & Cohen, 2001), involvement in learning
(Marjoribanks, 1994c), and encouragement and interest (Marjoribanks, 2003b) has been related to
greater adolescent (educational and occupational) goal endorsement. Family support is suggested to
foster perceived opportunities and expectations and thus indirectly influence educational and career
aspirations (Wall, Covell & Macintyre, 1999). Some studies suggest greater importance of maternal
support compared to that of the father (Marjoribanks, 1993) and greater identification with the
mother has been shown to be related to higher educational goals (Jodl et al., 2001). Children of moth-
ers who encourage independence appear to score higher on goals such as leadership and indepen-
dence (Budhwar et al., 2000). In contrast, low parental autonomy support and low maternal
nurturance have been related to greater financial and extrinsic goal endorsement (Kasser et al.,
1995; Williams, Cox, Hedberg & Deci, 2000). In girls, a poor mother-daughter relationship measured
by the degree of attachment and separation (Rainey & Borders, 1997), and having a working mother
(Curry et al., 1994) have been found to be related to greater endorsement of career aspirations. Sim-
ilarly, the type of work a mother does have been shown to be related to adolescents’ career goals (Trice
& Knapp, 1992). Finally, the scarce research on the influence of siblings on adolescent goals, suggests
an association with aspirations, although the relationship may depend on the amount of parental sup-
port (Marjoribanks, 1994b).

It should be noted that the strength of the relationship between parental support for learning and
adolescent goals has been found to vary according to ethnicity, gender and SES (Marjoribanks, 1991).
Perception of parents’ support, aspirations and involvement may (partially) mediate between family
context (parental education and aspirations for their children) and adolescents’ aspirations (Marjori-
banks, 1999).

Processes. Parents can influence attitudes towards the future such as the level of optimism (Nurmi,
1991; Nurmi & Pulliainen, 1991). They can have an impact on plans for goal realization (Nurmi & Pul-
liainen, 1991) and are often active in assisting and supporting their children in attaining their (career)
goals (Kerpelman et al., 2002). The beliefs parents hold about the likelihood of their child attaining
their goals have been found to be positively related to adolescent beliefs of attainment probability
(Malmberg et al., 2005). Greater family support has been shown to be related to greater optimism
(Lanz & Rosnati, 2002) and positive future expectations nine months later (Dubow, Arnett, Smith &
Ippolito, 2001). Parental acceptance and autonomy is suggested to promote positive self-evaluation
which is associated with goal motivation and behavior (Seginer et al., 2004). Finally, greater sibling
support is suggested to be related to higher vocational/educational goal efficacy (Ali, McWhirter, &
Chronister, 2005).

In sum, parents’ aspirations for their children, beliefs regarding likelihood of adolescents’ goal
attainment, (autonomy) support, involvement in learning, acceptance, nurturance and the quality of
the relationship with their child are all factors which have been shown to influence the goals adoles-
cents set and their experience of goal pursuit.

Peer influence

Content. During adolescence, the influence of peers has been shown to increase as the individual gains
independence from parents and spends a greater amount of time in the company of friends (Bradford
Brown, 1990). Indeed, the influence of school and peers on adolescent goals has been reported to be
greater than that of the family (Cohen & Cohen, 2001). Research has suggested that teens who spend a
greater amount of time in the company of peers are more likely to endorse hedonistic or deviant goals
(Cohen & Cohen, 1996, 2001). Lending further support for this position, delinquent adolescents appear
particularly social image focused (Carroll, 1995; Carroll, Durkin, Hattie & Houghton, 1997). To what
extent then can peers have a positive influence on adolescent goals? Some evidence suggests that
for girls, peer support is predictive of perceived goal opportunity which in turn is related to educa-
tional aspirations (Wall et al., 1999). For boys no such relationship was found. Similarly, peer support
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(Wentzel, 1994), peer expectations (Wentzel, Filisetti & Looney, 2007) and peer prosocial behavior
(Barry & Wentzel, 2006) have been related to prosocial goal endorsement at school.

Processes. One study reports the positive influence of peer (and sibling) support on educational and
career self-efficacy beliefs, which in turn led to higher career outcome expectancies (Ali et al.,
2005). Conversely, greater negative peer influences (peer substance use, sexual behavior and pressure
to use substances) have been related prospectively to a decrease in positive future expectations (Du-
bow et al., 2001).

To summarize, there is evidence to suggest that the perception that peers are involved in risky
behavior and a greater amount of time spent with such peers is related to increased experimentation
with deviant goals. However, in other spheres such as education, peer support, behavior, and expec-
tations may foster greater academic, occupational, and prosocial aspirations.

Educational environment

Content. Various contextual influences on goal setting have been reported, including school setting
and educational track (institutional career, see Nurmi, 2004). Interviews with girls revealed that those
in a single-sex school report more educational goals while those in a co-educational school put a
greater emphasis on physical appearance, interpersonal, career, and freedom-autonomy goals (Carroll,
2002). Girls educated in a single-sex environment also report more career aspirations in natural sci-
ences than those in mixed schools (Schoon, 2001). Boys in this study attending a co-educational school
endorsed the goal of being an engineer to a greater extent than boys in a single-sexed school. More
generally, girls in single-sex schools have been found to report higher career goals than girls in co-edu-
cational schools (Watson, Quatman & Edler, 2002).

In addition to the type of school, the type of educational track an adolescent follows may influence
the goals they pursue. Following either an academic versus vocational education will largely deter-
mine the opportunities for further education and employment, which may translate into differing
hopes, fears and expectations for the future. Supporting this notion, adolescents following a vocational
education have been shown to report a greater number of adult preparatory goals (e.g., independence
from parents, getting a job and starting a family) and fewer career preparatory goals (e.g., continuing
in education, being successful, establishing a career) compared to those following an academic educa-
tion (Klaczynski & Reese, 1991).

Processes. Girls studying in a single-sex school have been found to have higher commitment to goals,
set more specific and achievable goals, and perceive fewer barriers to achievement than those in
studying in a co-educational setting (Carroll, 2002). Additionally, while career aspirations appear to
decrease with age in co-educational schools, in single-sex schools girls’ career aspirations appear to
remain stable (Watson et al., 2002).

Educational track has also been found to be related to expectations of success, self-efficacy
and control beliefs over one’s future (Klaczynski & Reese, 1991; Malmberg & Trempata, 1997).
Adolescents following a vocational education are suggested to be more likely to attribute negative
educational goal outcomes to themselves while college-preparatory students are more likely to
attribute positive educational goal outcomes to themselves (Klaczynski & Reese, 1991). There is
some contradictory evidence regarding expectations for goal success, with one study finding
these predictions to be higher in college-preparatory students (Malmberg & Trempata, 1997)
while another finds them to be higher in vocational students (Klaczynski & Reese, 1991). As
would be expected, adolescents following a vocational education (and thus often required to ful-
fill fewer years of secondary school) have a shorter temporal extension when considering educa-
tional and occupational goals than those following an academic secondary education (Malmberg
& Trempata, 1997).

The educational setting appears to shape the goals and goal cognitions of adolescents. The type of
school (mixed versus co-educational) and type of educational track are related to both the types of
goals set, temporal extension and the beliefs associated with these goals, such as commitment, per-
ception of barriers, expectations of success, attributions for goal outcomes, and feeling of self-efficacy
and control over the future.
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Ethnicity

Content. There is much evidence to suggest that culture is an important back-drop against which goal
setting and pursuit takes place. There is some suggestion for differences in goal endorsement between
individualist and collectivist cultures. For example, African American girls and their mothers empha-
size the importance of social responsibility and connectedness (Kerpelman et al., 2002). However,
when parental individualistic socialization orientation is measured directly, no relationship with ado-
lescents’ aspirations was found (Marjoribanks, 2003b).

Studies have shown various different types of goals being emphasized within different ethnic
groups. In a comparison of ethnic groups in Australia, Greek and Italian youths endorsed higher edu-
cational and occupation aspirations compared to Anglo- and English-Australians (Marjoribanks,
2003b). Further, in a study of Israeli teens, goals of Jewish adolescents reflected the prospective life
domain (e.g., occupation) while goals of Druze adolescents reflected greater emphasis on existential
domains (e.g., collective issues and family), reflecting the traditional values and expectations of this
community (Seginer & Halabi-Kheir, 1998). A similar study of Jewish and Arab Israeli’s found support
for the influence of ethnic membership on educational aspirations via factors such as social back-
ground and parental demandingness (Seginer & Vermulst, 2002).

Widely held stereotypes regarding typical behaviors of particular ethnic groups have been
found to influence the possible selves reported by young people (Kao, 2000). For example, the
widely held perception that Asian American students are academically gifted means that many
of these adolescents are dissatisfied with their academic performance if they do not conform
to this stereotype. Similarly, feared selves often consist of the negative stereotypes attributed
to ones ethnic group, such as becoming a manual laborer for Hispanic American youths. In line
with these prevailing stereotypes, a study of ethnic groups in the USA found that Asian American
youths report the highest educational and occupational aspirations while Hispanic Americans re-
port the lowest (Mau & Bikos, 2000). In contrast to these findings, another recent study found no
support for difference in reported aspirations and expectations between American ethnic minority
groups. However when a closed ended methodology was used, differences did arise with, again,
Mexican youths scoring the lowest on long term educational aspirations (Chang et al., 2006). Fur-
ther evidence suggests that the meaning attached to particular goals differs according to ethnic
membership. For example, minority (Mexican and Puerto Rican) youths in the USA describe edu-
cational goals not in terms of personal growth but in terms of the chance for economic improve-
ment (Yowell, 2000).

Despite these noted differences, there is a considerable cross-cultural overlap in adolescent goal
content. This is likely to reflect the core developmental tasks common to individuals of this age group
(Nurmi, 1991). For example, a study on American youths reported, when controlling for SES, found no
significant difference in the goals reported by adolescents from different ethnic groups (Phinney, Bau-
mann & Blanton, 2001; see also Chang et al., 2006). This study focused largely on desired professions,
and the similarity in findings may reflect valuing of traditionally respected professions such as law or
medicine across ethnic groups.

Processes. There is comparatively less research on differences in goal processes across ethnic
groups. Further evidence for differentiation along the collectivist-individualist dimension, comes
from findings on attribution of goal success. For example, ethnic monitory youths in America
(Armenian, Vietnamese, Mexican-American, and African-American) were found to typically attri-
bute successful goal attainment to the amount of effort invested, whereas European American
youths typically attributed success to ability (Phinney et al., 2001). This concurs with work on Kor-
ean-American and European-American adolescents (and undergraduates), which suggested that
membership to an individualist or collectivist culture shapes the goal pursuit process (Grant &
Dweck, 2001). Failure attributed to lack of effort in a collectivist culture is suggested to lead to
humiliation, anxiety, and negative affect, as failure is seen to be shared by the entire group. Failure
due to lack of effort in an individualist culture is acceptable but only if this indicates that failure is
not due to lack of ability. Finally, another study found evidence that Caucasian-Americans would
be satisfied with achieving a lower level of education compared to their African American counter-
parts (Wilson & Wilson, 1992).
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It appears that ethnic membership is one of the important factors which shape goal content. Com-
mon ethnic-stereotypes are likely to restrict the possibilities adolescents perceive for goal pursuit. Fi-
nally, attributions for goal success or failure may be in part determined by ethnic norms.

Socioeconomic status (SES)
Content. Adolescents’ perception of opportunities and resources for goal pursuit are likely to be partly
determined by their SES. There is some evidence that adolescents with a low SES endorse materialistic
goals to a greater extent than those of a higher SES (Cohen & Cohen, 1996, 2001; Kasser et al., 1995).
Several studies have suggested that high SES is related to higher educational goals (Hill et al., 2004;
Khallad, 2000; Marjoribanks, 2002a, 2003d; Wilson & Wilson, 1992) although findings with regards
to occupational aspirations are mixed (Hill et al., 2004; Rojewski & Yang, 1997). The influence of
parental SES on adolescents’ aspirations may be (partially) mediated by more proximal family factors
such as material conditions (Marjoribanks, 1998; Schoon & Parsons, 2002), perception of parental sup-
port, involvement and aspirations (Bandura et al., 2001; Marjoribanks, 1999), academic achievement,
self-concept (Marjoribanks, 2002b), and parental perceived academic efficacy (Bandura et al., 2001).
Interviews with teenaged girls revealed that those with a low SES are highly motivated to achieve
goals which could potentially improve their socioeconomic situation (Carroll, 2002). However, another
study showed that inner-city boys report aspiring to (and expecting) fewer white-collar or prestigious
occupations than those from more affluent suburban areas (Cook et al., 1996). This suggests that ado-
lescents of a low SES may aspire to improvement but their aspirations are relatively not as high as
their more advantaged peers. It should be noted that the latter study compares inner-city African-
American boys with affluent Caucasian boys, rendering the results somewhat confounded by ethnic-
ity. Indeed, SES is often highly correlated with ethnicity. As discussed earlier, the study by Phinney and
colleagues (2001) found no ethnicity differences in goals when controlled for SES, suggesting that SES
may be the more important factor. Another study comparing high and low academic achievers with
differing SES backgrounds found no evidence for a difference in goal endorsement (Gordon Rouse,
2001).

Processes. There is little research on the relationship between SES and goal pursuit processes. One
study demonstrated that when level of academic achievement is equivalent, low SES students report
lower beliefs of ability to achieve cognitive, social and personal goals, lower beliefs of environmental
responsiveness to achieve cognitive goals, and lower personal control to achieve cognitive and social
goals than high SES students (Gordon Rouse, 2001).

It is likely that the economic situation of the family has some influence on adolescents’ goals; how-
ever, as SES is closely linked to other factors such as ethnicity, urbanicity, and educational setting, it is
difficult to partial out the unique contribution of SES. There is some evidence that more proximal fac-
tors may mediate the relationship with adolescent goals.

Social and political environment

Content. The impact of the sociopolitical structure on adolescent goals has scarcely been investigated.
One study investigated changes in goal content before, during and after the transformation of Poland
from a socialist to a democratic society (Liberska, 2002). The findings identified goals common to most
adolescents such as starting a family and having a satisfying profession along side other goals which
reflect the changing economic situation such as gaining assets and a high income. Another study com-
paring Eastern European, Western European, and American adolescents identified ‘a clear distinction’
in goals such as becoming successful, social responsibility and leisure (Nurmi et al., 1999). The least
differences were found in the areas of career and family. Surprisingly, often American adolescents’
goals were most similar to their Eastern European counterparts.

Processes. In the study of Liberska, the temporal extension of almost all goals was found to length-
en after the introduction of democracy, with the exception of achieving a high income. Despite this
developmental delay, the temporal ordering for goal attainment remained the same and conformed
to the common ‘cultural prototype’ (Nurmi, 1991). Factors which play an important role in the
timing of adolescents’ goals include national institutional tracks such as length of education and
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conscription (Malmberg & Trempata, 1997; Nurmi et al., 1995). For example, goal cognitions and
timing of developmental trajectories with regards to the family and occupational goals have been
shown to differ between adolescents from Poland and Germany (Schonpflug & Jansen, 1995) and
Poland and Finland respectively (Malmberg & Trempata, 1997). Although it should be noted that
Malmberg and Trempata conclude that other psychosocial factors had a stronger influence relative
to country.

In summary, the socio-political context in which adolescents grow up may shape goals although
further investigation in this area is needed to draw more certain conclusions. There appears to be cer-
tain ‘core’ adolescent goals, such as family and occupational goals, which are consistently reported
across countries and contexts although national institutional structures are likely to determine timing
of these goals.

Psychological and behavioral correlates of goal content and pursuit

The following section explores the extent to which goals and goal pursuit are associated with ado-
lescent behavior and psychological well-being. These studies investigated the relationships between
goal content and processes on the one hand and adolescent behaviors (such as health compromising
or delinquent behavior) and well-being (such as symptoms of depression or anxiety) on the other.

Health compromising behaviors

Adolescence is for many a time of experimentation with new experiences including risky health
behaviors such as alcohol and drug use, smoking and unsafe sex (Gibbons, Gerrard, Blanton & Rus-
sell, 1998; Kokkevi, Gabhainn, Spyropoulou & Risk Behaviour Focus Group of the HBSC, 2006). An
important question is, therefore, to what extent a relationship exists between (un)healthy behaviors
and the goals that adolescents set for themselves and how they go about achieving them (Stein
et al., 1998).

Content. Various cross-sectional studies suggest a relationship between health compromising behav-
iors and adolescent goal content, although it is not possible to draw conclusions regarding direction of
causality based on these studies. Endorsing extrinsic goals such as wealth, fame and image appears to
be related to greater likelihood of risky health behavior such as smoking (particularly in older adoles-
cents) (Williams et al., 2000) and a sedentary lifestyle (Piko & Keresztes, 2006). Greater educational
goal endorsement has been associated with lower risk behaviors in male adolescents, although not
in girls (Somers & Gizzi, 2001). Similarly, greater future aspirations have been related to delayed ini-
tiation of sexual intercourse, although the measure of future aspirations used is not clearly described
(Vesely et al., 2004). Related to this, greater realism regarding child-rearing and lower perceived
acceptance of adolescent pregnancy has been found to be associated with greater educational goal
endorsement (Mirza & Somers, 2004).

Findings from prospective and longitudinal studies support cross-sectional findings, for example,
for the relationship between sexual behaviors and subsequent educational goal endorsement. In a lon-
gitudinal study, initiation of sexual activity between time measurements was associated with a de-
crease in endorsement of educational goals (Schvaneveldt, Lee, Miller & Berry, 2001). Conversely, a
lack of sexual experience was related to greater interest in school, more educational goals and higher
achievement (depending on ethnicity and gender) (Schvaneveldt et al., 2001). Other studies suggest
that risky health behavior becomes incorporated into the self-schema (of which possible selves are
suggested to be future-oriented components). For example, among girls, engaging in risky behavior
(alcohol use, tobacco use, and precocious sexual activity) in the 8th grade was predictive of self-con-
ceptions involving problem behavior and deviant beliefs in the 9th grade (Stein et al., 1998). The num-
ber of possible selves and extent to which they are balanced with negative possible selves has been
found to be related to alcohol and cigarette use (Aloise-Young et al., 2001). For girls, greater alcohol
and cigarette use was associated with reporting fewer expected possible selves. For boys, a greater
number of negative health behaviors was related to reporting fewer balanced possible selves. A bal-
ance between goals is suggested to offer adolescents both a positive image to strive for combined with
an awareness of the negative outcomes they wish to avoid (Oyserman & Markus, 1990).
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To what extent then is the endorsement of certain goals related to subsequent risky health behav-
iors? Endorsement of a ‘popular’ possible self (being well-liked), by girls at age 13-14 has been found
to be related to increased risky health behaviors (smoking, sexual activity, and alcohol use) at age 14—
15 (Stein et al., 1998). Findings from cross-sectional studies suggest that educational goals may play a
protective role against (subsequent) risky health behavior, however, evidence from a prospective
study found no association between greater achievement goal endorsement and lower alcohol use
(Crum, Storr & Anthony, 2005). The authors cite the young age of the adolescents (11-14 years)
and the relatively short one year period between measurements as possible reasons for the lack of
relationship. In the area of occupational goals however, a greater positive career orientation has been
found to be related to lower problem behavior (delinquency, drugs, and alcohol) over a period of a year
(Skorikov & Vondracek, 2007).

Processes. A greater perceived detrimental effect of substance use on future goals has been found to be
related to lower concurrent and subsequent substance use (Henry, Swaim & Slater, 2005) although
this risk perception appears to decrease with age. Similarly, some studies have investigated goal con-
flict as a possible protective factor against unhealthy behaviors. Conflict or inconsistency between
marijuana or cigarette use with other personal goals is suggested to be related, albeit cross-sectionally,
to lower use of these drugs (Slater, 2003).

In sum, on the basis of cross-sectional studies it appears that health compromising behaviors are
positively related to extrinsic goals and negatively related to educational goals. These findings how-
ever are not always borne out by prospective data. The limited research on goal processes and health
behaviors hints at the importance of dissonance between risky behaviors and other personal goals.

Problem behavior

Apart from health compromising behaviors, other risk behaviors such as problem or deviant behav-
ior can develop during adolescence. Delinquency here is understood as involvement in antisocial or
illegal activities.

Content. Delinquent boys and those seen as at-risk of becoming delinquent score significantly higher
on freedom-autonomy and delinquent goal endorsement than not at-risk adolescents (Carroll, Hat-
tie, Durkin & Houghton, 2001). In contrast, not at-risk boys endorse greater educational and inter-
personal goals (Carroll et al., 2001). Moreover, non-delinquent boys report more individuated
selves such as being independent, finishing school and getting a job (Oyserman & Saltz, 1993).
Noticeably, in a small case-study of five Australian incarcerated boys, no educational goals were
mentioned (Carroll, 1995). In line with these findings on boys, a study found that at-risk girls value
career goals, improving their current situation, social (partying) goals, competitive sporting and free-
dom-autonomy goals, in contrast to not at-risk girls who valued more educational, friendship, health
and fitness goals. Independence was also an important goal of not at-risk girls, but was combined
with a desire to maintain a supportive relationship with parents (Carroll, 2002). Greater self-re-
ported delinquent behavior is associated with greater negative possible future selves and fewer po-
sitive possible future selves (Newberry & Duncan, 2001). For example, delinquent boys report fewer
balanced selves compared to non-delinquent boys (Oyserman & Saltz, 1993). This suggests that
delinquent adolescents lack positive self-images or expectations to guide their behavior towards po-
sitive outcomes. However, as the above studies were cross-sectional, no conclusions can be made as
to direction of causation.

Processes. Involvement in delinquent activities may influence the way in which adolescents think
about and pursue their goals. For example, non-delinquent boys report significantly greater attempts
at achieving their goals compared to delinquent boys (Oyserman & Saltz, 1993). At-risk girls have been
found to focus primarily on planning social goals while not at-risk girls also planned for educational
goals (Carroll, 2002). Conversely, an increase in positive future expectations has been shown to be re-
lated to lower problem behaviors nine months later (Dubow et al., 2001). Some evidence does suggest
that delinquents are committed to their goals, albeit short term goals such as sports, having fun and
being with friends, or goals for immediate gain such as acquisition of resources (Carroll, 1995).
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To summarize, delinquency appears to be characterized by a profile of low educational goals and
high autonomy and delinquent goals. However, due to the noticeable scarcity of longitudinal studies
in this area, no conclusions can be made regarding causality.

Psychological well-being

Content. To what extent do affective experiences (or psychological states) influence adolescent goal
content (Austin & Vancouver, 1996)? Evidence suggests that anxiety is positively related to greater
avoidance goals while depression appears to be related to both fewer approach goals (Dickson &
MacLeod, 2004b, 2006) and greater avoidance goals (Dickson & MacLeod, 2006). High self-efficacy
(a person’s belief in their capabilities to achieve their goals) has been found to be associated with high-
er academic goal endorsement (Vrugt, Oort & Zeeberg, 2002). Similarly, high self-esteem has been re-
lated to reporting more educational (Nurmi & Pulliainen, 1991) and higher occupational goals
(Rojewski & Yang, 1997). In a sample of Zambian adolescents, personal goals in the areas of power,
affiliation and achievement were significantly associated with greater life satisfaction (Hofer & Chasi-
otis, 2003). This latter finding suggests that the link between pursuit of personal goals and well-being
holds not only for Western adolescent samples, but also for adolescents from developing countries.
Further findings suggest that endorsement of intrinsic goals is associated with higher well-being in
adolescents, whereas endorsement of extrinsic goals is associated with poorer well-being (Schmuck,
2001). Adolescents who value wealth and physical pleasures to a greater extent have been found to
be at greater risk of developing various kinds of psychological disorders such as disruptive and person-
ality disorders (Cohen & Cohen, 2001). Conversely, the goal of being a good person was found to be
protective against disruptive, personality and depressive disorders (Cohen & Cohen, 2001). The above
studies demonstrate associations only as the findings are based on concurrent measurements.

Processes. Depressed adolescents have been found to report a larger number of reasons why goals may
not be attained, fewer reasons why goals could be attained, the belief that aversive outcomes were
more likely to occur and approach goal outcomes were less likely to occur, and a lower sense of control
over goal pursuit relative to non-depressed controls (Dickson & MacLeod, 2006). Adolescents who are
depressed and/or anxious also report fewer approach plans and more avoidance plans than controls
(Dickson & MacLeod, 2004a). Further, certain patterns of specificity in planning have been observed,
in that depressed adolescents report generally less specific goal plans, while anxious adolescents re-
port lower specificity in approach plans (Dickson & MacLeod, 2004a). Self-efficacy has been found to
be strongly related to probability estimates of educational, occupational and family goals occurring
(Trempata & Malmberg, 1998). Similarly, other studies have shown that higher self-esteem was re-
lated to more internal control beliefs regarding the future (Nurmi & Pulliainen, 1991) greater goal pro-
gress (Pinquart, Silbereisen & Wiesner, 2004) and greater probability estimations of attaining family
and education goals (Malmberg, 2002).

There appears therefore to be a relationship between approach (versus avoidance) goal endorse-
ment and intrinsic (versus extrinsic) goal endorsement on the one hand and psychological health
on the other. However again, there is little longitudinal evidence to support conclusions regarding
causality.

In summary of this section, there seems to be evidence for a bidirectional relationship between goal
endorsement on the one hand and (some) health compromising and problem behaviors and psycho-
logical well-being on the other. Endorsement of non-conventional or extrinsic goals may perpetuate
risky behaviors and extrinsic goals in particular appear to be related to lower psychological health.
Goal balance and conflict may be important factors in the development of health compromising
behavior. Furthermore, existing behavioral patterns and the psychological state of an adolescent ap-
pear to be important factors in determining subsequent goal content and pursuit.

Discussion
Adolescents aspire to the goals which are, according to their life circumstances and social context,

open to them. Sociodemographic and cultural factors such as age, gender, family characteristics, insti-
tutional structures, ethnic membership, and the socio-political climate have been found in our review
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to influence adolescent motivation. Material, psychological, and social resources also appear to play an
important role in determining the possible goal pathways by which adolescents can achieve their aspi-
rations. The goals that adolescents strive to achieve, the way they think about and experience goal
pursuit shapes, in turn, behavior, self-perception and well-being (Nurmi, 2001). The circular nature
of these relationships can constitute either an upwards or downwards spiral (Nurmi, 1997). Our find-
ings confirm and extend those presented by Nurmi (1991).

Adolescent goals reflect the pertinent life tasks of this period in the life span (Nurmi, 1991), with
goal content varying according to the stage of development and cultural and gendered norms. With
increasing age and developing cognitive maturity, adolescents demonstrate increasing exploration,
planning and confidence in their ability to realize their personal goals. Goals endorsed by girls and
boys seem to reflect gender stereotypes somewhat (see also Bois-Reymond, Guit, Peters, Ravesloot
& Van Rooijen, 1994), although the extent to which this is the case varies considerably across studies.
The discrepancy between the aspirations of male and female adolescents, or the lack thereof, may be
attributable to contextual factors such as school setting, socialization and culture. In a progressively
more emancipated society, congruence between the goals of girls and boys growing up in Westernized
countries may be increasing (Fiorentine, 1988).

Proximal social factors, such as parental support, involvement, nurturance, attainment beliefs and
aspirations for their children have been found to be related to adolescent goal endorsement, percep-
tions of attainability, and plans for realization. These relationships however may depend upon family
characteristics such as ethnicity (Marjoribanks, 1993). It should also be noted that adolescents’ goals
are, in turn, likely to shape those of their parents (co-development as discussed by Nurmi, 2001).
While the influence of parents is apparent, there is much less research on the influence of siblings
and peers on goal content and pursuit. Questions remain regarding the conditions under which peers
exert an adaptive influence on adolescent strivings.

The meaning of goals, particularly those relating to education and occupation, is also likely to differ
according to the available social and economic resources (e.g., Basit, 1996; Carroll, 2002). Parents with
high SES may serve as role-models for high educational and occupational aspirations (Hill et al., 2004).
Conversely, adolescents with few socioeconomic resources may focus on gaining material possessions
and improving their situation. However, goal pursuit may be thwarted by beliefs of low ability, control
and environmental responsiveness. One of the difficulties of research in this area is that SES is often
confounded by the ethnic composition of the sample (e.g., Cook et al., 1996). In future research it
would be interesting to determine the unique contribution of each of these two influential factors
to goal endorsement and goal pursuit. Another important question for future research is to what ex-
tent can motivational factors be used to help economically or otherwise disadvantaged youths break
the cycle of poverty?

In addition to the family environment, the educational setting can influence the type of goals set,
developmental timing, and beliefs regarding for example goal attainability, control and plans for goal
attainment, mainly through the different perspectives on future educational and occupational possi-
bilities. The cultural setting, on the other hand, is likely to influence adolescent goals via sex-role
expectations, accepted behavioral norms, religious beliefs, and the legal and political climate (Basit,
1996; Greene & DeBacker, 2004; Nurmi, 1987). Ethnic membership is suggested to determine the
acceptability of certain strivings, whereby pursuit of goals typically associated to other ethnic groups
is discouraged (e.g., academic goals may be seen as “acting white” by African-American youths). This
may lead to some adolescents considering a narrower range of possibilities for their future goals. Goal
meaning and attribution of success should, therefore, be viewed in the light of the ethnic background
of the adolescent (Grant & Dweck, 2001; Phinney, 1990). In addition to ethnic membership, the coun-
try in which research is conducted necessarily influences the goal pursuit process via national institu-
tional structures such as conscription and the educational system (Malmberg & Trempata, 1997;
Nurmi et al., 1995). Further, the socio-political climate of the country is likely to shape perception
of goal possibilities; however research in this area is scarce.

In short, most sociodemographic variables are quite strongly and meaningfully related to goal
endorsement and goal pursuit, in line with Nurmi’s concept of ‘channeling’. With regards to the
relationship between goals and behavior and well-being, several further conclusions can be
drawn.
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A focus on social goals, such as being liked or being popular, appears to be a risk factor for
problem behaviors. This is in accordance with research on undergraduates which suggests that
a strong need for affiliation or acceptance may lead adolescents to engage in behaviors which
are regarded within their peer groups as socially desirable, “grown up” or “cool”, such as smok-
ing and drinking (Simons, Christopher & Mclaury, 2004). Moreover, personal goals may be influ-
enced by, or subsumed by, peer group membership and pursuit of collective group goals. Indeed,
successful attainment of group goals may be a prerequisite of peer group acceptance. Worryingly,
the literature reviewed suggests that engaging in problem behaviors may in turn become incor-
porated into the definition of self (e.g., self as ‘smoker’, ‘drinker’, ‘gang member’) which may
serve to reinforce these behaviors so that they become enduring (e.g., Stein et al., 1998; see also
Nurmi, 2001). Further exploration of the relationships between peers and social goals on both
problem and adaptive behavior would be an interesting avenue for future research. Additionally,
findings on prosocial peer behavior and expectations may offer insight into the potential positive
influence of peers. Much of the research to date however is cross-sectional and cannot demon-
strate causal effects.

The literature points to a possible cyclical effect in which risk/problem behavior leads to lower
educational/achievement goals and an increase in deviant, autonomy and extrinsic goals. These
goals may in turn reinforce these problem behaviors. In contrast to social goals, educational goals
(and possibly career goals) may offer a possible route to lower problem behavior (e.g., Simons
et al., 2004), although there is some inconsistency regarding this association. The possible positive
impact of endorsing educational, ‘being a good person’ and intrinsic goals on well-being, behavior
and achievement, should be further investigated. The literature reviewed also points to the impact
of goal structure, such as goal conflict (see also Simons, 2003; Simons & Carey, 2003) and balance
between approach and avoidance goals, on various outcomes. Therefore pertinent questions for fu-
ture research include: Can greater consideration of how risk behavior conflicts with other personal
goals, such as educational or sports goals, help reduce or prevent the problem behavior? Can balance
between goals promote successful goal attainment and well-being and possibly reduce or prevent
problem behavior?

With regards to psychological well-being of adolescents, a focus on materialistic goals has been
associated with poor adjustment and low well-being (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Kasser & Ryan, 1993,
1996). A predominance of extrinsic goals has been suggested to be a result of striving for a sense of
worth via external rewards and recognition, reflecting a lack of personal/inner self-worth (Ryan, Shel-
don, Kasser & Deci, 1996). These studies with adolescents support a wider body of literature which
indicates a relationship between extrinsic goals and a lower well-being (e.g., Kasser & Ryan, 1993,
1996; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995).

The circular theme is also evident in the relationship between psychological state and goals. The
type of goal, experience during goal pursuit, and (un)successful goal attainment have been found to
impact upon adolescent psychological well-being. Depression, anxiety and self-esteem are suggested
to influence goal setting and means of pursuit, supporting earlier findings in undergraduates (Salmela-
Aro & Nurmi, 1996) and adults (Emmons, 1992). Successful goal pursuit may fundamentally protect
against depression by creating resistance via the need to learn, grow and improve. Conversely, an ori-
entation towards proving one’s worth, competence or likeability may to be related to higher anxiety,
low self-esteem, goal disengagement and depression when one encounters negative events (Dykman,
1998). An interesting question for the future is to what extent self-regulatory skills such as flexible
goal pursuit, planning and coping with setbacks to pursuit, can improve health (behaviors) and
well-being?

As is evident from this review, the work in this area is far from complete. Questions remain for
example on whether the pursuit of certain types of goals leads adolescents into a life of risk behaviors,
low achievement and well-being, or whether prior behavior and health influences goal setting and
goal cognitions. A negative view of one’s future may lead to greater involvement in problem behavior
and a lack of positive goals may preclude the occurrence of positive outcomes. It is likely that these
relationships are bidirectional and that they are influenced by other psychosocial variables such as
impulsivity, social environment (Oyserman & Saltz, 1993), and sensation seeking (Newberry & Dun-
can, 2001).
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Methodological issues

Certain methodological issues of the studies reviewed should be taken into consideration for future
studies. Firstly, the extent to which the method of goal-elicitation influences results obtained remains
unclear. In some cases similar results were obtained regardless of elicitation method while in other
studies findings depended on method of goal-elicitation employed (e.g., Chang et al., 2006). Conse-
quently, we suggest that exploring the impact of the goal-elicitation procedure on findings is an essen-
tial question for future research. Similarly, there is need for greater parsimony in goals measures, as
some operationalizations from different theoretical perspectives may be measuring the same or sim-
ilar concepts (such as possible selves and hopes and fears), while others are substantially distinct
(such as ideal-state discrepancy and intrinsic/extrinsic motivation). Multi-trait-multi-method studies
may be able to shed light on possible conceptual overlap and differentiation. Further, there is a lack of
reviews and meta-analyses on, for example the relative frequency, density, or temporal extension of
goals.

Secondly, studies tend to focus on normative, majority groups of adolescents. It is important to at-
tempt to reach minority or hard to recruit adolescents as the aspirations of these non-normative
groups may present a different picture to the one portrayed here. At the same time these adolescents
may be in greater need of assistance in preventing or breaking a downward spiral. Youths which are
not fully represented in the literature up to now include those who truant from school, school drop-
outs, and homeless or chronically ill adolescents.

Thirdly, as already highlighted by Nurmi (2004) there is a need for more longitudinal studies as
only approximately one third of the studies reviewed followed adolescents over time. Prospective
studies with a greater number of measurement points over a longer period of time could provide
greater insight into the dynamics of goal pursuit such as factors influencing goal selection, experience
of goal pursuit, and the consequences of goal (non)attainment on further goal setting, behavior and
well-being.

Conclusions

In this review, we have provided an overview of the most recent literature on the area of adolescent
goals and goal pursuit. Our goal was to clarify and understand the goals that adolescents strive to
achieve, factors which play a role in shaping this motivated behavior and the nature of their relation-
ships with behavior and well-being. This review clearly highlights that both goal content and goal pro-
cesses are strongly related to a variety of personal, social and environmental factors. Moreover,
adolescent aspirations and the process of goal pursuit are linked to both (risk) behaviors and overall
well-being. One of the main challenges for the future will be the development and testing of interven-
tions for youths that promote adaptive and effective goal pursuit strategies which are in accordance
with the specific characteristics of the target group.
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