nature human behaviour

Article

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-025-02312-4

A meta-analyticreview and conceptualmodel
ofthe antecedents and outcomes of goal
adjustmentinresponsetostriving difficulties

Received: 13 March 2025

Accepted: 22 August 2025

A list of authors and their affiliations appears at the end of the paper

Published online: 13 November 2025

M Check for updates

Thereis growing interest in how and why individuals adjust their goals in
response to difficulties encountered during goal striving and the outcomes
of suchadjustments; however, research on these topics is fragmented
across theoretical perspectives and life domains. To address this issue,

we conducted a systematic search of databases (Web of Science, Scopus,
Psyclnfo, Business Source Ultimate, Proquest Dissertations and Theses
Global, Medline; last updated May 2025) of empirical studies examining
antecedents or outcomes of goal adjustment. Studies were eligible if they
examined predictors or wellbeing/functional/goal-related outcomes of goal
disengagement, goal reengagement, or goal-striving flexibility. We identified
1,421 effect sizes from 235 studies, which we categorized and mapped

onto aconceptual model. Further, we used random-effects meta-analyses

to examine the strength and direction of associations between model
categories and goal adjustment variables. Despite relatively high-quality
ratings (assessed using QualSyst), the overall standard of accumulated
evidence was determined to be low to moderate due to the reliance on
cross-sectional studies, risk of publication bias and high heterogeneity.
Nonetheless, we identified associations between multiple antecedent
categories and goal disengagement, reengagement and flexibility, as well

as associations between these different aspects of goal adjustment and

wellbeing, functional and goal-related outcomes. We conclude that different
aspects of goal adjustment are predicted by unique combinations of
antecedent variables, and predict distinct outcomes. Our conceptual model
consolidates the literature on goal adjustment and provides aroadmap for a
more systematic investigation of this field going forward.

Inthe pursuit of personal and professional aspirations, individuals fre-
quently encounter obstacles, setbacks, or shifting circumstances that
challenge the attainability or desirability of their goals. Inresponse to
these difficulties, people may persistin their efforts, or they may adjust
their goals by modifying, reprioritizing or abandoning them altogether.
Although the benefits of persistence have long been emphasized', a
growingbody of research has highlighted the adaptive value of adjust-
ment when goals become unattainable or overly costly to pursue?’.

Despite this empirical growth, the literature on goal adjustment
remains fragmented. Researchers have approached the topic froma
variety of theoretical perspectives and have examined a wide range
of potential predictors and outcomes of goal adjustment across
diverse life domains. Yet, so far, meta-analytic efforts have primarily
focused on associations between various goal adjustment capacities
and wellbeing*”. This work, although important, has not considered
other critical issues such as antecedents of goal adjustment, and the
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effects of goal adjustment on goal striving and day-to-day physical or
social functioning.

In this Article, we address these knowledge gaps by presenting
a meta-analytic synthesis and integrative conceptual model of goal
adjustment, its antecedents and its outcomes. Specifically, we (1) organ-
ize and synthesize empirical findings on the antecedents and outcomes
of goal adjustment across diverse domains; (2) broaden the scope of
outcomes examined to include not only psychological wellbeing but
also goal striving, physical health and social functioning; and (3) use
the resulting evidence base to propose a model of goal adjustment
that integrates findings across multiple theoretical perspectives. In
doing so, we provide a synthesis that advances understanding of the
factors thatinfluence goal adjustment and its multifaceted outcomes.

What is goal adjustment?

Scobbie et al.® attempted to map definitions and theoretical under-
pinnings of goal adjustment processes. The authors identified three
relevant perspectives: the dual process model’, the goal adjustment
model*® and control-theory-informed models’™. In addition, they
identified three subcategories into which goal adjustment processes
canbegrouped: goal disengagement (letting a goal go), goal reengage-
ment (setting anew goal) and goal adjustment (various processes that
enable modification of existing goals to render them more achievable).
We note that Scobbie et al. used ‘goal adjustment’both as a subcategory
and as an umbrella term to refer to all three subcategories.

An alternative approach'” aggregated the dual process model”,
the model of selection, optimization and compensation*, and the
motivational theory of lifespan development® to highlight three com-
parable constructs: goal engagement, goal disengagement and metar-
egulation (flexibly optimizing goals to match changing circumstances
and opportunities). This work underscores the dynamic interplay
between persistence and flexibility, and reflects a broader attempt
to unify perspectives on how individuals regulate their goals over the
life course. On the other hand, ref. 6 offers a structured taxonomy
for organizing research on adjustment™ and provides a theoretically
integrated account of core self-regulatory mechanisms.

Building on these research efforts, we propose that three core
adjustment processes capture how individuals alter their goals and their
general propensity towards adjusting goals. We use ‘goal adjustment’ to
refer to the overarching concept that encompasses the three processes:
‘goal disengagement’, ‘goal reengagement’ and ‘goal-striving flexibility’.
We adhere to the definitions of goal disengagement and reengagement
presentedinthe previous paragraphs, and define goal-striving flexibil-
ity as anindividual’s general disposition to remain open to modifying
their striving, cognitions or goals to better align with their capabilities,
resources and situational demands. This distinction has implications
for how these constructs have beenstudiedin the literature. Disengage-
ment and reengagement are often assessed with respect to specific
goals at the behavioural or situational level. That is, authors are often
concerned with how individuals react to unattainability in a certain
domainor situation. Conversely, examinations of flexibility have been
more interested in how people adapt to setbacks generally or over a
protracted timescale. Disengagement, reengagement and flexibility
have been broadly captured by various theoretical perspectives that
have been put forth to explain goal adjustment. However, by focusing
ondisengagement, reengagement and flexibility as discrete processes,
these accounts have somewhat overlooked the potential interplay
between dispositional characteristics and situational goal adjustment.
Weargue thatanintegrated perspective is needed to clarify the similari-
ties and differences among these goal adjustment processes.

Theoretical conceptualizations of

goal adjustment

In their early control-theory-informed account of goal adjustment
processes, ref. 9 posited that “an impulse to withdraw or disengage

from the [goal] may occur if the person’s expectancy of being able to
reduce the discrepancy [between their current state and behavioural
ideal]is sufficiently unfavourable” (p.121). Contemporaneously, ref. 16
drew a distinction between primary control processes, which aim to
change the environment to align it with the individual’s wishes, and
secondary control processes in which the individual changes them-
selves to align with environmental imperatives. These early accounts
emphasized the idea that goal adjustment occurs when there is an
irreconcilable mismatch between anindividual’s current and desired
state, and thatin such cases, abandoning or changing goalsis necessary
for ongoing functioning.

Informed by research on how people manage age-related setbacks,
the dual process model of ref. 7 introduced the concept of accommo-
dative coping, formalizing the adaptive capacity of goal adjustment.
Accommodative coping® refers to a coping approach in which the
individual overcomes obstacles over the course of development by
adjusting personal preferences and goal orientations to situations.
Examples of accommodative coping include adjustments of one’s
aspiration level, revision of value priorities and evaluative standards,
and cognitive reappraisals of the situation. These processes have been
proposed” to produce radical and ultimately beneficial changesin an
individual’s beliefs about themselves and the world, thereby facilitating
healthy development over the lifespan. Extending this line of reasoning,
refs.12,15both highlighted the cycle of goal selection, pursuit and relin-
quishment that repeats across a person’s lifetime as control capacities
and circumstances fluctuate, arguing that a flexible approach to goal
striving allows individuals to maintain day-to-day functioning in the
face of developmental changes. Our concept of ‘flexible goal striving’
broadly captures this idea, namely, that each person maintains, to a
greater or lesser degree, ageneral disposition towards adjusting their
goals toaccommodate changing circumstances.

The turn of the twenty-first century witnessed a discourse around
mechanisms that underpin the adjustment of specific goals. Wrosch
and colleagues®® emphasized disengagement and reengagement as
two processes integral to the active modification of individual goals.
As mentioned previously, goal disengagement refers to the intentional
process of letting go of unattainable goals. It involves accepting real-
ity, acknowledging one’s limitations and ceasing efforts to pursue the
goal. When individuals encounter persistent obstacles, setbacks or
changing circumstances that make their current goals unrealistic or
unachievable, they probably experience negative emotions such as
frustration, disappointment or sadness"”. Disengaging can protect
individuals by sheltering them from further distress®.

Letting go of unattainable goals also enables people to redirect
their efforts towards alternative goals that are more feasible, desir-
able and aligned with their current circumstances and capabilities.
Reengagement with a new or modified goal is the adaptive process
thatallows one torestore asense of purpose and motivation, promot-
ing positive emotions and wellbeing" 2. Reengagement can occur in
various ways. Anindividual can choose an alternate means to achieve
the same higher-order goal, form a new higher-order goal, or scale
back to areduced version of the original goal. All three options retain
the potential to produce positive outcomes”.

Although some strands of the goal adjustment literature concep-
tualize disengagement and reengagement as trait-like tendencies?,
other research has emphasized the situational and goal-specific
nature of these processes*?, This distinction between dispositional
tendencies and context-dependent responses is critical for advanc-
ing theoretical and empirical understanding. Trait-level measures
capture enduring individual differences in how people typically
respond to goal-related challenges, offering valuable insights into
broad patterns of self-regulation. However, such measures may over-
look the dynamic, context-sensitive adjustments that individuals
make in response to specific goal failures or life events, patterns more
effectively captured by goal-specific assessments. A more complete
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understanding of goal adjustment therefore requires attention to
both the predictors of stable tendencies and the situational factors
that shape goal-specific behaviour.

Outcomes of goal adjustment

A commonality among goal adjustment theories is the notion that
adjustment results in benefits for personal wellbeing and func-
tioning. Empirical evidence appears to support this proposition. A
meta-analysis (N = 28,145)° of the association between accommo-
dative coping and psychological wellbeing showed a large—sensu
ref.24—effectsize (r= 0.32).Similarly, another meta-analysis (N = 7,241)*
reported small-to-moderate associations between wellbeing and dis-
engagement (r=0.08), as well asreengagement (r= 0.19). Theoretical
perspectives have also highlighted the relevance of goal adjustment
for both physical and societal functioning. Across the lifespan, the
ability to flexibly modify personal goals has been identified as a critical
adaptiveresource. Forinstance, goal adjustment playsacentral rolein
coping withage-related declines in physical capacity"" and the onset of
chronichealth conditions®, and in the successful management of social
relationships in adulthood®. Similarly, adaptive goal adjustment has
beenlinked to effective preparation for retirement” and to navigating
career transformations?, The capacity to recalibrate or disengage from
obstructed goals during major life transitions or unexpected events
enablesindividuals to maintain functional autonomy and psychologi-
calwellbeinginarapidly changing world. Conversely, failure to adapt
one’sgoalsin the face of shifting circumstances can compromise one’s
ability to manage emergent demands across the life course.

Much of the primary research and evidence synthesis in the goal
adjustment literature has focused on relations between goal adjust-
ment and wellbeing or functioning; however, goal adjustment also
has implications for goal pursuit. Goal adjustment implies shifts in
goal-directed behaviour and cognition, which are associated with
changesin outcomes related to goal striving, such as goal commitment,
pursuitor attainment. Evidence supports associations between cogni-
tivegoal disengagementand thereductionor cessation of goal-directed
effort,as well as goal attainment®. Conversely, cognitive reengagement
has been linked with the resumption of goal-directed behaviour and
renewed goal progress®, particularly if goal unattainability is realized
inthe early stages of striving?.

Goal adjustment, goal-related outcomes and wellbeing are inter-
connected. Both refs. 3,8, along with ref. 11, emphasized that cog-
nitively disengaging but behaviourally continuing goal pursuit, or
behaviourally disengaging but maintaining cognitive attachment to
the goal, will negatively influence wellbeing. Similarly, reengagement
is most beneficial for wellbeing when the individual can experience
progress and success with their reengaged goal*°. Although previous
meta-analyses have synthesized the associations between goal adjust-
ment processes and psychological wellbeing*®, a systematic synthesis
ofthe evidence concerning the goal-related and functional outcomes
of goal adjustmentis lacking.

Antecedents of goal adjustment
Various attempts have been made to elucidate variables that prompt
anindividual to shift from a state of active goal pursuit to goal adjust-
ment’. In their initial formulation, refs. 9,10 suggested that the tran-
sition to phases of goal adjustment is triggered when an individual
identifies an insurmountable difference between their current and
desired state. The action crisismodel, developed by refs. 32-34, posits
thatif anindividual fails to combat obstacles that accumulate during
goal striving, they will feel dejected and disenfranchised with their
goal. This disenfranchisement, in turn, conduces to weighing the
costs and benefits of continued goal pursuit, and potentially adjust-
ing the goal®**.

Otherresearchers have proposed arange of alternative variables
that might also predict goal adjustment. For example, work informed

by self-determination theory®® has demonstrated that people find it
more difficult to disengage from autonomously motivated goals, which
aremore valued because they align with one’s interests or self-concept,
compared with goals driven by controlled motives, which misalign
withone’s core self””. Ina narrative review, ref. 2 criticized the lack of
acomprehensive model of variables that contribute to goal adjustment
as limiting the development of research on the field.

The current study

Efforts to consolidate evidence on goal adjustment have comprised
single life domains, used differing methods of quantifying adjustment,
beengroundedindivergent theoretical perspectives, or focused on dis-
tinct outcomes*~®. Although informative, such approaches are limited,
as goal adjustment should theoretically benefit all life domains and
entail cognitive, emotional and behavioural components that cannot
be fully captured by asingle theoretical perspective or measurement
technique®. To gain acomprehensive understanding of the processes
underpinning goal adjustment, a theory- and measurement-agnostic
approach isrequired. Consequently, we collated research from any
life domain that assessed the observable modification of goal striving
(thatis, behavioural adjustment) or featured any scale of self-reported
goal adjustment capacity (thatis, cognitive adjustment). We integrated
research on goal-related, wellbeing and functional outcomes of goal
adjustment, and provided a synthesis of its antecedents.

Our overallaimwasto bring together the literature on antecedents
and outcomes of various suggested goal adjustment capacities. We had
three objectives. The first was to systematically search for variables
identified as antecedents or outcomes of key goal adjustment capaci-
tiesand consolidate these variablesinto overarching categories, thus
establishing afoundation for aconceptual model of goal adjustment.
The second objective was to assess the size and direction of associa-
tions between our proposed antecedent categories and goal adjust-
ment capacities viameta-analysis. The third objective was to assess the
sizeand direction of associations between goal adjustment capacities
onour proposed outcome categories. Taken together, this work offers
aunified picture of how various personal and environmental variables
influence different goal adjustment capabilities, and how these capaci-
tiesinturn contribute to goal striving and livelihood.

Literature search overview
We depict the selection of studies for the meta-analyses as a PRISMA
flow diagraminFig. 1. Inourinitial search, weidentified 188 articles that
were eligible for inclusion. In our first updated search, we identified
an extra 22 articles. In our second updated search, we identified an
additional 25 studies. We extracted a total of 1,421 effect sizes from 281
samples. Studies focused primarily on disengagement or reengagement
(goal disengagement, 26.3% of studies; goal reengagement, 13.9% of
studies; combined disengagement and reengagement, 27.8% of stud-
ies), and secondarily onthe general approach to being flexibleinone’s
goal striving (29.9% of studies). A small percentage (2.5%) of studies
tested both disengagement/reengagement and goal-striving flexibility.
Effects related to goal disengagement (64%) and reengagement (77%)
were predominantly measured with the respective subscales of the Goal
Adjustment Scale®, while effects related to goal-striving flexibility (78%)
were predominantly measured using the flexible goal adjustment sub-
scale of the Tenacious Goal Pursuit/Flexible Goal Adjustment Scale®.
Oftheeffect sizes, 306 pertained to antecedents of goal disengage-
ment, 186 to antecedents of goal reengagement, and 96 to antecedents
of goal-striving flexibility. In terms of outcomes linked to goal disen-
gagement, we located 72 effect sizes relating to goal progression/reduc-
tionoutcomes, 33 for functioning/impairment outcomes, and 200 for
wellbeing/illbeing outcomes. For goal reengagement, we located 56
effectsizes for goal progression/reduction outcomes, 31for function-
ing/impairment outcomes, and 177 for wellbeing/illbeing outcomes.
Finally, for flexible goal adjustment, we identified 30 effect sizes for
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Identification of new studies via databases and registers

Studies identified in search update 1

Studies identified in search update 2

Records identified from
databases (n = 991)

Records identified from
databases (n = 9,454)

Records identified from
databases (n = 9,447)

Identification

Records screened:
Manually (n = 3,150)
Automation tools (n = 6,304)

Records screened:
Manually (n = 991)

Records excluded
(n=9,055)

Records screened:
Manually (n = 9,447)

Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 436)

|_,|

Reports not retrieved
(n=10)

Screening

Reports excluded:

Reports excluded: Reports excluded:

Operationalization did not match
Reports assessed for eligibility registered definition (n = 140)
(n = 426) Data unavailable (n = 89)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=55)

Operationalization did not match
registered definition (n = 29)

Data unavailable (n = 6)

Review or non-empirical work (n = 7)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=76)

|_.

Operationalization did not match
registered definition (n = 31)
Data unavailable (n =1)

Review or non-empirical work (n = 5)|
Participants aged <10 years (n =1)

Studies included in review |

Review or non-empirical work (n =1)

Already included in review (n = 9)

Included

(n=235)

Fig.1| PRISMA flow diagram.

goal progression/reduction-related outcomes, 46 for functioning/
impairment outcomes, and 188 for wellbeing/illbeing outcomes. We
provide a full summary of included studies in Supplementary Table 5
and citations in Supplementary Information 3 (citations in the refer-
ence list marked with * were also included in the meta-analysis).

Conceptual model

We depict our conceptual model in Fig. 2. Our model describes the
antecedent/outcome categories as well as the direction of association
betweenthese categories and the three goal adjustment processes, as
determined by the meta-analyses. In this section, we provide a narrative
description of our model categories.

Agency antecedents shape anindividual’s level of control or influ-
ence over their goal striving. Agentic antecedent variables include both
access to physical resources required to pursue goals (for example,
time, money) and beliefs about one’s ability to exert control over their
goal striving (for example, control beliefs). Agency-inhibiting variables
reduce agentic control over goal striving by making individuals feel
powerless to seek alternatives or doubt that their actions canimpact
goal outcomes, whereas agency-enhancing variables provide avenues
for exploration and experimentation during goal striving.

Goal-related antecedents define how individuals think and behave
in relation to their goal, including their sources of motivation and
the strategies they use to overcome obstacles during goal pursuit.
Importantly, such antecedents encompass cognitions and behav-
ioursdirectly tied toanindividual’s goals. Goal-enhancing antecedent
variables are beneficial to goal striving (for example, autonomous
motivation), whereas goal-inhibiting antecedent variables diminish
agoal’s desirability or attainability (for example, action crisis). Affec-
tive antecedents reflect an individual’s emotions and mood. Aligning
with the broader emotion literature, these can be either pleasant (for
example, positive affect) or unpleasant (for example, negative affect)
experiences or states. We classified pleasant affective variables as affect
enhancing, and unpleasant variables as affect diminishing.

Context/developmental antecedents pertain to the wider envi-
ronment in which individuals pursue their goals. These antecedents

canreflect either the immediate context (that is, circumstances) sur-
rounding goal pursuit or the historical context (that is, earlier life
experiences) that shape an individual’s approach to their goals. Posi-
tive context/developmental variables are seen as promoting healthy
developmentand/or functioning (for example, autonomy-supportive
environments) or inhibiting healthy development/goal striving (for
example, age-related function loss). Finally, personality antecedents
capturetraits that are eitheradaptive or neutral for a person’s function-
ing (for example, grit as an adaptive variable, openness to experience
as a neutral variable). They also capture maladaptive facets of one’s
personality (for example, disorder).

The outcome variables we used are largely self-explanatory. Goal
progression and goal reduction refer to variables capturing the effec-
tive versus ineffective pursuit or maintenance of personal goals (for
example, goal progress vs self-handicapping). Wellbeing and illbeing
encompass psychological indicators of mental health and emotional
welfare, such as life satisfaction and depressive symptoms, respec-
tively. In contrast, functioning and impairment reflect biological
and social dimensions of health, including variables that describe
individuals’ physical capabilities and social integration (for exam-
ple, experiencing burnout and forming supportive social networks).
We distinguished mental wellbeing/illbeing from physical and social
functioning/impairment on the basis of theoretical perspectives that
posit unique pathways linking goal adjustment to different domains
of functioning. For example, both the dual process model and lifespan
development theory suggest that flexible goal adjustment plays a
centralrolein adapting to age-related declines in physical capacity™*.

Meta-analytic evidence for associations between
model constructs

Antecedent variables

We present meta-regression coefficients, confidence intervals and
heterogeneity estimates (/%) for all antecedent categoriesin Table 1. We
present moderator analyses in Supplementary Information 1. Heteroge-
neity was high for all antecedents of goal disengagement and goal reen-
gagement, as well as for most antecedents of goal-striving flexibility.
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Fig. 2 |Integrative model of goal adjustment. Green lines represent significant (two-sided meta-regression, p < 0.05) positive associations, red lines represent
significant (two-sided meta-regression, p < 0.05) negative associations. Exact p values and confidence intervals are available in Tables 1and 2.

Antecedents of goal disengagement. Goal-inhibiting variables posi-
tively predicted goal disengagement, with the effect size being small to
moderate. We broke this category down into its contingent variables.
Previous negative feedback regarding goal suitability (r = 0.45, 95%
CI=[0.06,0.91],n =837,k =3), threat appraisals (r= 0.42,95% CI=[0.07,
0.83],n=1,342, k=3) and action crisis (r= 0.36, 95% CI =[0.21, 0.55],
n=23,128, k=7) were significantly positively related to disengage-
ment, whereas generalized negative feedback was negatively related
todisengagement (r=-0.66,95% Cl = [--1.46,-0.12],n =597 k= 2). We
note, however, that some of these associations should be interpreted
with caution, as we synthesized them from few (that is, k < 3) studies.
Conversely, goal-facilitating variables were negatively related to goal
disengagement, also with asmallto moderate negative effect size. No
individual variable from this category was significantly associated
with goal disengagement. Sensitivity analysis including longitudinal
and experimental studies only yielded a small to moderate positive
association between goal-inhibiting variables and goal disengagement
(r=0.16,95% Cl1=[0.06, 0.27], n = 4,984, k = 37), but not between any
other antecedent variables.

Antecedents of goal reengagement. Affect-enhancing variables
were positively related to goal reengagement, with the effect size being
large. Examining individual affect-enhancing variables revealed that
bothoptimism (r=0.41,95% Cl=[0.13,0.73],n =1,584, k=9) and posi-
tive affect (r=0.37,95% Cl =[0.02,0.73],n = 794, k = 4) were positively
related to reengagement.

The categories adaptive personality traits and developmental/
contextual enablers were also positively related to goal reengagement,
with the effect size being moderate to large. When breaking adaptive
personality traitsinto individual variables, no variable was significant,
probably due to the small number of studies examining individual

variables (K., = 2-3). We were unable to meta-analyse the individual
developmental/contextual enabler variables due to alack of variables
within the category that had beeninvolved in more than one study.

In addition, agency-enhancing and goal-enhancing variable cat-
egories were positively related to goal reengagement, with the effect
size being moderate. No individual agency-enhancing variables were
significantly related to goal reengagement, probably due to the limited
number of studies and the diversity of independent variables used.
Autonomous motives (r=0.22,95% ClI=[0.16,0.27],n= 2,245,k =14),
apositive orientation toward goal adjustment (r = 0.26,95% Cl = [0.10,
0.43],n =233, k=3) and completing mental contrasting with or without
implementation intentions (r=0.30, 95% Cl=[0.04, 0.58], n=1,440,
k = 6)—all individual goal-enhancing variables—were significantly
associated with goal reengagement. Finally, the goal-inhibiting vari-
ables category was negatively related to reengagement, with a small
effect size. No individual goal-inhibiting variables were significantly
linked to goal reengagement.

Results were largely unchanged in sensitivity analyses consider-
ing only longitudinal and experimental studies. Adaptive personality
traits (r=0.27,95% Cl=[0.04, 0.49], n = 815, k=9), affect-enhancing
variables (r=0.25,95% Cl =[0.07,0.43], n = 557, k = 3), goal-enhancing
variables (r=0.23,95% Cl=[0.13,0.32],n= 2,199, k=17), developmen-
tal/contextual enablers (r=0.21,95% Cl = [0.08, 0.35],n =916, k= 6) and
goal-inhibiting variables (r = 0.14,95% Cl =[0.07,0.21],n = 2,398,k =17)
allremained positively related to goal reengagement.

Antecedents of goal-striving flexibility. Regarding antecedents of
goal-striving flexibility, the affect-enhancing variables category was
significantly positively related to goal-striving flexibility, with the
effect size being large. Optimism was the only individual variable in
this category that was significantly related to goal-striving flexibility
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Table 1| Meta-analytic results for antecedent variables

Effectsize(r) 95%ClLower 95%ClUpper s.e. p k n P
Disengagement
Goal inhibiting 0136 0.048 0.227 0.045 0.003 58 10,240 96.544
Agency inhibiting 0.090 -0.149 0.330 0.093 0.377 6 3,169 94.300
Developmental/contextual barriers 0.043 -0.109 0.195 0.074 0.569 27 7,092 97.486
Developmental/contextual enablers 0.030 -0.062 0.122 0.045 0.511 37 4,459 90.128
Maladaptive personality traits 0.020 -0.084 0124 0.050 0.694 23 2,357 80.896
Agency enhancing 0.007 =107 0.120 0.054 0.902 19 2,602 87.261
Affect enhancing <0.001 -0.357 0.357 0.165 >0.999 14 2,980 98.786
Adaptive personality traits -0.047 -0.163 0.069 0.057 0.416 40 7677 97.201
Affect diminishing -0.098 -0.288 0.092 0.090 0.289 17 1,465 91.522
Goal enhancing -0.127 -0.208 -0.048 0.040 0.002 65 10,821 95.282
Reengagement
Affect enhancing 0.352 0.174 0.560 0.089 0.001 14 24 94.804
Developmental/contextual enablers 0.238 0131 0.354 0.050 0.001 n 2,258 82.816
Agency enhancing 0.221 0.014 0.436 0.098 0.038 14 1,436 93.298
Adaptive personality traits 0.221 0.136 0.313 0.044 <0.001 37 4,284 94179
Goal enhancing 0.196 0134 0.263 0.032 <0.001 37 4,592 87.317
Goal inhibiting 0 0.026 0.198 0.042 0.012 35 4,68 87798
Agency linhibiting 0.017 -0.263 0.297 0.065 0.814 3 700 66.935
Developmental/contextual barriers -0.050 -0.169 0.070 0.056 0.389 15 2,890 86.554
Maladaptive personality traits -0.091 -0.231 0.048 0.059 0.166 8 1,060 80.725
Affect diminishing -0.114 -0.315 0.087 0.091 0.238 12 1103 88.418
Flexibility
Affect enhancing 0.560 0.476 0.791 0.067 <0.001 8 1,547 86.535
Goal enhancing 0.305 0.017 0.612 0121 0.041 7 1,433 95.291
Adaptive personality traits 0.233 0.100 0.375 0.065 0.002 17 2,478 94.489
Developmental/contextual enablers 0.169 0.086 0.255 0.041 <0.001 27 8,431 94534
Agency enhancing 0154 -0.070 0.381 0.088 0136 6 369 83.995
Goal inhibiting 0.050 -0.203 0.303 0.103 0.645 7 1,097 91.672
Developmental/contextual barriers 0.026 -0.201 0.253 0.093 0.791 7 2,197 93.446
Agency inhibiting -0.149 -0.362 0.062 0.067 0.109 4 369 66.772
Maladaptive personality traits -0.293 -0.461 -0144 0.065 0.003 7 1,366 87.725
Affect diminishing -0.386 -0.733 -0.081 0.076 0.033 3 443 64.952

Significant two-sided meta-regression effects (p <0.05) are highlighted. Effects are from independent analyses and not adjusted for multiple comparisons.

(r=0.58,95% Cl =[0.49, 0.85], n=1,547, k=5). Adaptive personality
traits were also positively associated with goal-striving flexibility, with
the effect size being moderate. We were unable to meta-analyse indi-
vidual variables associated with this category, as no single variable had
been examined across more than one study. Developmental/contextual
enablers evinced a small to moderate-sized positive association with
goal-striving flexibility. None of the variables categorized under devel-
opmental/contextual enablers were individually significantly associ-
ated with goal-striving flexibility probably due to the small number of
studiesinvestigating each individual variable (K, = 2-3). Maladaptive
personality traits and the affect-diminishing variables category were
bothsignificantly negatively related to goal-striving flexibility, with the
effect sizesbeinglarge. There were too few individual variables meas-
ured across multiple studies to meaningfully meta-analyse individual
effectsineither category.

Sensitivity analyses considering only longitudinal and experimen-
tal studies produced significant associations between developmental/
contextual enablers (r=0.19,95% Cl =[0.04, 0.34],n=1,343, k=12)

and goal-striving flexibility, with a moderate effect size. Moreover,
affect-enhancing variables (r=0.48,95% Cl=[0.15,0.89],n =592,k = 2)
were significant predictors of goal-striving flexibility, with a large
effectsize, although we synthesized this effect from alimited number
of studies.

Outcome variables

We present meta-regression coefficients, confidence intervals and
heterogeneity estimates (/%) for all outcome variables in Table 2. Het-
erogeneity was high for all outcome variables of goal disengagement,
goal reengagement and goal-striving flexibility. Inaddition, we present
moderator analyses for all outcomesin Supplementary Information 1.

Goal disengagement outcome variables. Goal disengagement was
negatively related to goal progression, with the effect size being small
to moderate. Breaking this category down into individual variables
revealed a significant negative association between goal disengage-
mentand goal progress/performance (r=-0.15,95% Cl = [-0.25,-0.05],
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Table 2 | Meta-analytic results for outcome variables

Effect size (r) 95% Cl Lower 95% ClUpper s.e. p k n P
Disengagement
Impairment 0.156 0.002 0.312 0.069 0.047 1 1,976 91.816
Goal reduction 0.128 -0.012 0.269 0.066 0.07 17 3,080 94.21
Wellbeing -0.025 -0.088 0.039 0.032 0.439 67 1,732 93.024
Functioning -0.055 -0.115 0.004 0.028 0.067 19 3,486 81.654
Illbeing -0.118 -0.171 -0.065 0.027 <0.001 123 18,569 91.786
Goal progression -0128 -0.209 -0.048 0.040 0.002 41 6,039 89.969
Reengagement
Wellbeing 0.255 0199 0.322 0.031 <0.001 65 6,400 93.629
Goal progression 0.100 -0.002 0.203 0.050 0.054 28 3,358 88.681
Functioning 0.097 -0117 0.311 0.101 0.353 18 2,391 96.492
Goal reduction 0.040 -0.081 0.161 0.051 0.456 8 2,053 79.581
Impairment -0.149 -0.308 0.008 0.072 0.060 12 2,107 92182
Illbeing -0.206 -0.252 -0.166 0.022 <0.001 104 12,617 81.492
Flexibility
Wellbeing 0.326 0.269 0.408 0.035 <0.001 99 47,005 98.291
Functioning 0.188 0.048 0.333 0.070 0.010 39 21,488 99123
Goal progression 0.156 0.060 0.253 0.047 0.003 25 6,636 92.007
Goal reduction -0.024 -0.456 0.407 0.155 0.884 5 880 97.085
Impairment -0.144 -0.421 0.131 0113 0.246 7 670 88.823
Illbeing -0.266 -0.364 -0.182 0.045 <0.001 58 29,552 98.007

Significant two-sided meta-regression effects (p<0.05) are highlighted. Effects are from independent analyses and not adjusted for multiple comparisons.

n=3,242, k=14). Goal disengagement was also negatively related to
illbeing, with the effect size being moderate. Examining the individual
variables in this category indicated significant negative associations
between goal disengagement and stress (r=-0.25, 95% Cl =[-0.43,
-0.08], n=1,016, k=7), anxiety (r=-0.21, 95% Cl =[-0.29, -0.13],
n=2,446, k=16) and depression (r=-0.14, 95% Cl = [-0.21, -0.08],
n=9,027, k=42).Finally, goal disengagement was positively related
toimpairment, with the effect sizes being moderate. However, we did
not find any significant associations at the individual-variable level for
either category. Sensitivity analyses considering only longitudinal and
experimental studies supported small-to-moderate negative associa-
tions between goal disengagement and goal progression (r=-0.12,95%
Cl=[-0.23,-0.003],n=3,866, k=24),as well asillbeing (r=-0.12,95%
Cl=[-0.20,-0.04],n=3,577,k=34).

Goal reengagement outcome variables. Goal reengagement was
negatively related to illbeing and positively related to wellbeing,
both evincing moderate effect sizes. Next, we conducted analyses
of individual variables comprising these categories. We obtained
moderate-to-large positive associations between goal reengagement
and the wellbeing variables: personal growth (r = 0.50, 95% Cl =[0.27,
0.83], n=450, k=3), environmental mastery (r= 0.44, 95% Cl =[0.28,
0.66], n=450, k=3), purpose in life (r=0.29, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.56],
n=1,506, k=8), positive affect (r=0.30,95% CI=[0.10,0.52],n=1,791,
k=9),self-acceptance (r=0.28,95% Cl = [0.17,0.41],n =450, k=3) and
life satisfaction (r=0.25, 95% CI=[0.21, 0.30], n = 3,141, k=16). We
synthesized most of these results from k < 3 studies, except for posi-
tive affect, purpose in life and life satisfaction. We found associations
betweengoal reengagement and the illbeing variables: stress (r=-0.32,
95% Cl=[-0.47, -0.19], n =812, k=5), suicide ideation (r=-0.26,
95% Cl=[-0.33, -0.20], n=2,484, k=4), depression (r=-0.24,
95% Cl=[-0.31, -0.19], n=4,953, k=32), anxiety (r=-0.20, 95%
Cl=[-0.28,-0.12], n=2,161, k=16) and negative affect (r=-0.19, 95%

Cl=[-0.32,-0.07],n=1,424, k= 8).Sensitivity analyses including only
longitudinal and experimental studies also supported the inverse pat-
tern of associations between goal reengagement, illbeing (r=-0.17,
95% Cl=[-0.24,-0.09], n=2,487, k=27) and wellbeing (r= 0.29, 95%
CI=[0.21,0.40],n=1,391, k=13).

Goal-striving flexibility outcome variables. Goal-striving flexibility
was positively related to goal progression, with the effect size being
moderate. An examination of individual variables in this category
revealed a small positive association between goal-striving flexibility
and persistence (r=0.09,95% Cl=[0.02,0.17],n = 3,130, k= 3), although
itshould be noted that this effect was synthesized from asmall number
of studies.

Goal-striving flexibility was also positively related to functioning
and wellbeing, with the effect sizes being large. Analysis of individual
variables comprising the functioning category indicated a large
association between goal-striving flexibility and social relationships
(r=0.31,95%Cl1=[0.12,0.52],n =1,943, k= 6), as well as physical qual-
ity of life (r=0.25, 95% Cl =[0.12, 0.41], n = 439, k = 4). Analyses of
individual variables comprising the wellbeing category revealed mod-
erate to large associations between goal-striving flexibility and psy-
chological functioning (r=0.46,95% Cl =[0.16,0.85],n = 2,144,k =3),
positive subjective wellbeing (r=0.41,95% Cl =[0.18,0.69],n = 2,222,
k=9), purposein life (r=0.38,95% Cl =[0.12,0.68],n=1,704,k=6),
quality of life (psychological) (r= 0.38,95% Cl=[0.16, 0.65], n = 322,
k=3),lifesatisfaction (r=0.36,95% Cl=[0.28,0.48],n=31,326,k=17),
quality of life (environmental) (r = 0.33,95% C1 =[0.10,0.60]1, n = 322,
k =3), positive affect (r=0.32,95% Cl=[0.15,0.51],n=18,562, k= 8),
environmental mastery (r=0.30,95% Cl =[0.13,0.49],n=1,075,k=3),
personal growth (r=0.28, 95% CI=[0.00, 0.57], n=1,075, k=3) and
autonomy (r=0.26,95% Cl =[0.01, 0.51], n =1,075, k = 3), noting that
several of these effects were synthesized from a limited number
of studies.
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Finally, goal-striving flexibility was negatively related to illbe-
ing, with the effect size also being large. Analysis of individual cat-
egory variablesindicated large negative associations with depression
(r=-0.39,95% Cl=[-0.48,-0.35],n = 6,420, k= 20), anxiety (r=-0.40,
95% Cl=[-0.57,-0.27], n=1,688, k = 8) and negative affect (r=-0.30,
95% Cl=[-0.40,-0.21], n =18,257, k = 7). Sensitivity analysis including
only longitudinal and experimental studies supported associations
between goal-striving flexibility and goal progression (r=0.26, 95%
CI=[0.09, 0.45],n=1,667, k=9), wellbeing (r=0.28, 95% CI=[0.17,
0.40],n=20,367,k=19) andillbeing (r=-0.26,95% Cl =[-0.34,-0.19],
n=16,422,k=38).

Study quality and bias

Average quality ofincluded studies was high (M= 0.81,s.d. = 0.13). Fur-
ther, ~36% of studies were longitudinal or experimental. Thus, although
we observed a heavy reliance on cross-sectional and correlational
methodsinthefield, over athird of studies provided a directional test
of the associations proposed in our model. Sensitivity analyses that
included only longitudinal and experimental studies largely mirrored
our main analyses supporting the robustness of our conclusions. We
used funnel plots and Egger’s tests of funnel plot asymmetry to assess
publication bias (Supplementary Table 1). The results indicated asub-
stantive risk of publication bias in: (1) agency-inhibiting antecedents
of goal disengagement, goal-enhancing antecedents of goal disen-
gagement, affect-enhancing antecedents of goal disengagement;
(2) all antecedents of goal reengagement excluding developmental
barriers, maladaptive personality traits, agency-enhancing and inhibit-
ing variables; (3) adaptive personality trait, affect-enhancing, devel-
opmental enablers and barriers, and goal-inhibiting antecedents of
goal-striving flexibility; (4) goal progression, functioning, impairment
and illbeing outcomes of disengagement; (5) wellbeing and illbeing
outcomes of goal reengagement; and (6) wellbeing and illbeing out-
comes of goal-striving flexibility. Despite the relatively high quality
ratings of the included studies, we conclude that the overall standard
of accumulated evidence remains low to moderate due to the reliance
on cross-sectional studies, the risk of publication bias across many
outcomes and antecedent categories, and the high degree of hetero-
geneity observed across most analyses. Although publication bias may
haveinfluenced the results of the current meta-analysis, we elected not
to present bias-corrected estimates of effect sizes. Such corrections
can convey amisleading sense of precision or certainty, given the lack
of consensus on the most appropriate adjustment method and the
sensitivity of different approaches to their underlying assumptions,
which canyield markedly different results***.

Discussion

People often pursue goals that, for various reasons, become increas-
ingly difficult or unattainable. Although extensive research has focused
on persistence as aresponse to adversity or stress, the equally impor-
tantand adaptive behaviour of goal adjustment has been largely over-
looked. This imbalance in attention persists despite goal adjustment
often beingamore appropriate and beneficial response in many cases.
Goal adjustment manifests in various forms, as evidenced by numer-
ous studies examining a wide range of predictors and consequences
grounded in theoretical propositions*”". Our objectives were to
compile the antecedents and outcomes of goal adjustment, conduct
ameta-analyticexamination of their relations, and develop a concep-
tual model. Thismodel captures both the types of variables that influ-
ence or result from different aspects of goal adjustment, as well as the
strength and direction of these associations. The findings validated
the role of most, although not all, proposed model constructs while
revealing substantial variation in the strength and precision of asso-
ciations synthesized from the literature. Overall, our model provides
aroadmap for understanding the existing evidence on how aspects of
the human experience relate to goal adjustment.

Goal-striving flexibility

The goal-striving flexibility component of our model integrates
research rooted in the dual process model”. The dual process model
links development and goal regulation, proposing that goal striving
flexibility becomes increasingly beneficial with age****. Accordingly,
we observed a positive association between developmental/con-
textual variables that are typically beneficial to one’s life course and
goal-striving flexibility***¢. However, we found no evidence that events
or circumstancestypically adverse to lifespan development negatively
impact goal-striving flexibility or any other goal adjustment outcome.
Itis possible that an environment supporting healthy development
fosters exploratory coping mechanisms that promote flexibility in
responding to goal-striving setbacks, yet negative life events do not
necessarily hinder the development of such mechanisms. This aligns
with the notion that diverse and enriching life experiences contribute
to greater accommodative coping capacity*®*.

Affect-enhancing variables and adaptive personality traits were
also positively associated with goal-striving flexibility. Conversely,
personality traits commonly considered as maladaptive, along with
variables that undermine affect, negatively predicted goal-striving
flexibility. Taken together, these findings indicate that goal-striving
flexibility is more likely to emerge when individuals feel secure, exhibit
stable regulation and possess emotional resilience. These capacities
may help individuals manage the resources needed to influence their
environmentand achieve goals while providing a sense of security that
allows themto confidently explore alternative options for goal pursuit.
Moreover, personality traits and emotional regulation capabilities are
likely key factorsin anindividual’s ability toreturnto ahealthy baseline
after episodes of goal adjustment, which can be cognitively and emo-
tionally demanding’®. As a caveat to these findings, it is worth noting
that when analyses were restricted to longitudinal and experimental
studies, only developmental/contextual enablers and affect-enhancing
variables emerged as significant predictors of goal-striving flexibility.
Although this pattern may raise questions about the temporal prec-
edence and predictive validity of other proposed antecedents, we argue
that these null effects are likely attributable to both the limited number
of longitudinal and experimental investigations, and the extended
developmental timeline often required for flexible goal-adjustment
capacities to manifest”. Addressing the directionality and complexity
of associations among antecedents, goal-adjustment capacities and
outcomes may be best accomplished through lifetime longitudinal
or cohort studies, coupled with advanced statistical techniques that
account forinterdependencies over time, such as dynamic structural
equation modelling*®.

Acoretenetof the dual process modelis that maintaining a flexible
approach to goal striving fosters a more fulfilling and healthier life”",
Replicating previous work®, we obtained strong support for associa-
tions between goal-striving flexibility and indicators of wellbeing and
functioning. Our meta-analytic results revealed that goal-striving
flexibility enhances both wellbeing and functioning while protect-
ing against illbeing, highlighting its multifaceted role in promoting
health and wellbeing. The benefits of maintaining a flexible disposi-
tion toward goal adjustment appear to be widespread, with positive
implications for mental health, physical health and social function-
ing. We also extended previous findings by demonstrating a positive
association between flexible goal adjustment and goal attainment. This
aligns withthe proposition that maintaining flexibility is crucial, given
the cyclic nature of goal setting, striving and attainment/adjustment
throughout life®.

Disengagement and reengagement

Theoretical accounts of goal-adjustment initiation have primarily
focused on anindividual’s internal state and its relation to their goal.
For example, both the Action Crisis model** and control-inspired
theories” highlight how failing to achieve adequate progress with
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agoal engenders negative emotionality, which in turn conduces to
disengagement. Taking this proposition a step further, some authors
have suggested that highly negative states, such as depression, are
adaptive insofar as they facilitate goal disengagement***°. Our results
provided some support for these suggestions. We found that events or
states that were non-conducive to goal striving, in particular experienc-
inganaction crisis, threat appraisals and receiving negative feedback
aboutone’s goals were positively related to goal disengagement, while
variables conducive to goal striving were negatively related to dis-
engagement. Affective variables, specifically optimism and positive
affect, were related to goal reengagement. However, we failed to find
sufficient evidence that affect played a role as an antecedent of goal
disengagement. The Action Crisis model emphasizes that negative
emotional reactions to setbacks promptindividuals to weigh the costs
and benefits of continuing their goal pursuit®. Thus, it is possible that
negative emotionality is not directly linked to disengagement, but
instead moderates or mediates other goal-related cognitive processes,
such as goal appraisals®® and cost-benefit thinking®, which in turn
facilitate adjustment. Moreover, at the later stages of the goal-striving
cycle, our findings indicated that goal disengagement was associated
with improvements in several indicators of psychological illbeing,
specifically reductions in depression, stress and anxiety. These pat-
terns suggest that disengagement may function as a psychological
‘pressurerelease valve’ allowingindividuals to alleviate their emotional
burden associated with unattainable goals. By facilitating a return to
amore regulated emotional state, disengagement may also serve as
preparatory mechanism that enables subsequent processes, such as
goal reengagement.

Several variable categories predicted goal reengagement. One
of the more counterintuitive findings was that both antecedents that
promote goal striving and those that impede it are positively related
to reengagement. Goal reengagement encompasses both the con-
tinuation of goal striving at a high level of one’s goal hierarchy and the
discontinuation and subsequent adjustment of striving at lower levels®.
Viewed in thislight, it follows that both processesinvolvedin the cessa-
tion of old modes of goal striving and processes that reenforce striving
for the goal at a higher conceptual level contribute to goal reengage-
ment. Toillustrate this point, consider theimpact of an action crisis on
goal-striving processes. On the one hand, the experience of an action
crisismay lead to reduced commitment and effort toward the original
goal**, decreasing the likelihood that the individual will reengage with
that same goalin the future, potentially due to processes such as goal
devaluation®, In this context, a researcher assessing reengagement
with the original goal may observe a negative association between reen-
gagement and indicators of commitment or effort. On the other hand,
anaction crisis can also prompt disengagement from the unattainable
goal and facilitate ashiftin focus toward anew, more attainable goal**.
Consequently, aresearcher examining reengagement with alternative
goals would probably find a positive association between reengage-
ment and commitment or effort. These divergent patterns highlight
the importance of specifying the target of reengagement (that is,
original vs new goals) when interpreting findings on goal adjustment
processes. We propose that processes that either facilitate orimpede
goal striving will differentially predict disengagement and reengage-
ment, depending on the hierarchical level at which agoal is examined.
For example, we would expect research examining goal-pursuit activi-
tiesat themicrolevel (thatis, current goal-striving activities) to identify
associations withgoal-striving inhibition, but research examining goal
pursuitatthe macrolevel (thatis, commitment to a higher-order goal)
to identify associations between processes that enhance goal striv-
ing. Interactions across these levels may explain how goal inhibitory
processes can positively predict reengagement, potentially through
theirimpact on disengagement™.

Affect, personality, development/context and agency also pre-
dicted reengagement. Taken together, these findings align with the

idea that goal reengagement occurs when individuals remain highly
committed to their goal and have both the personal and environmental
resources needed to pursue it effectively’. Importantly, many asso-
ciations described here were present when we limited our analysis to
experimental and longitudinal work only, providing initial evidence
that these factors may chronologically precede or predict goal disen-
gagement and reengagement.

Turning to outcomes, goal disengagement negatively predicted
goal progression, supporting the idea that its primary function is to
decelerate ongoing goal striving®®, thus creating space for adopting
alternative approaches to the goal. We did not observe significant
associations between reengagement and goal-striving outcomes,
despite theoretical propositions to the contrary?**, The quantification
of associations between reengagement and goal-related outcomes
may have been complicated by variations in how goal-related out-
comes are operationalized (for example, measuring progress for the
original vs reengaged goal), when reengagement capacity is assessed
(for example, before or after goal adjustment), and whether objective
or subjective reports of goal outcomes are used*®. Again, we make the
case that the relation between reengagement and goal-striving out-
comes depends onthelevel at which the goal is analysed. At the micro
level, goal striving may show a negative or null association between
reengagement and attainment of the original goal. However, at the
macro level, reengagement may be positively linked to attainment of
the overarching goal.

We obtained evidence for associations between disengagement
and reengagement and wellbeing/illbeing outcomes, replicating
previous findings*. Importantly, our results support the theoretical
proposition that successful disengagement and reengagement can
be distinctly beneficial™. As mentioned, disengagement may help to
protect individuals from a deteriorating state caused by continued
goal-striving failure, but it does not actively promote positive states.
Accordingly, we found disengagement to be negatively associated with
illbeing, but not with wellbeing. Conversely, reengagement should both
reduceillbeing and enhance wellbeing by creating ongoing opportuni-
ties to benefit from sustained goal pursuit. This was demonstrated in
our work through negative associations between reengagement and
illbeing, and positive associations between reengagement and wellbe-
ing. Insummary, disengagement and reengagement serve distinctyet
complimentary roles in promoting wellbeing.

We found little evidence linking goal disengagement or reen-
gagement to better functioning. One explanation is that improve-
ments in functioning require time to manifest and may only become
apparent after individuals achieve success with newly adopted goals.
This interpretation aligns with our finding that dispositional flex-
ibility, rather than more proximal disengagement or reengagement,
more strongly predicts functioning. Notably, we observed a positive
association between disengagement and impairment. Although this
couldreflecta‘dark side’ of disengagement—where letting go of goals
offers short-term relief but risks longer-term purposelessness and
dysfunction"—this pattern was not evident in longitudinal or experi-
mental studies. An alternative explanation is that the association is
bidirectional, withimpairment potentially prompting disengagement
as areactive strategy. Given these complexities, we advice caution in
interpreting this finding and highlight the need for further research to
disentangle the temporal and causal dynamic underlying the relation-
ship between disengagement and impairment.

Future directions

Goal adjustment as an emergent phenomenon. Given the variety of
antecedents linked to goal adjustment, it is unlikely that the onset of
adjustment can be attributed to any single variable. Moving beyond
conceptualizing goal adjustment as a homogeneous and sequential
process, such as Klinger’s® incentive-disengagement cycle, we pro-
pose thatantecedents, as categorized inthe present review, probably
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operate in an additive or synergistic manner rather thanin isolation.
Under this proposal, transitions between phases of active goal pursuit
and goal adjustment emerge when the cumulative (or multiplicative)
activation of interdependent antecedents reach a tipping point in
an individual’s goal striving®. The amount of activation needed to
reach a tipping point may be influenced or moderated by the individ-
ual’s degree of goal-striving flexibility. Future research could explore
combinations of antecedents as predictors of disengagement and
reengagement, and how these relations are influenced by a person’s
overall tendency toward flexible goal striving. Our model may assist
researchers in deciding which variables to examine. To offer a more
comprehensive account of goal adjustment, we suggest that examin-
ing interactions between variables in different model categories will
be more informative than focusing on variables within the same cat-
egory. Forexample, aresearcher might explore how affectinfluences
goal reengagement across different goal-striving contexts, or whether
personality traits influence decisions to adjust goals when perceived
agency is high versus low.

Filling evidence gaps. Although we attempted to simplify antecedents
and outcomes of goal adjustment into broad descriptive categories,
we acknowledge substantial heterogeneity inthe literature. By consoli-
dating the evidence, we intended to provide researchers with a clear
overview of existing gaps, with our integrative framework serving asa
guide foramore coordinated and focused research agenda. Follow-up
investigations could assess the comprehensiveness and validity of our
proposed categories. Our model also implies sequential paths from
antecedents to outcomes via goal adjustment processes. Examining
these paths will be a critical test of our model. Further, we determined
antecedent categories by compiling the proposed antecedents identi-
fiedintheliterature. However, muchof this literatureis cross sectional,
which limits the ability to make claims about the directionality of
relations between variables. Several, although not all, associations per-
sisted when analyses wererestricted to longitudinal and experimental
studies, offering preliminary evidence that at least some antecedent
and outcome categories may follow the proposed temporal sequence.
However, testing the assumptions of our model will require a combi-
nation of cross-sectional, longitudinal and experimental evidence. In
addition, methods such as meta-analytic structural equation modelling
could eventually be used to examine our model inits entirety.

Testing goals across multiple levels and multiple goals. Our findings
regarding goal facilitatory and inhibitory antecedents indicate that the
relation between antecedents and disengagement or reengagement
depends on whether goal striving is examined at the micro or macro
level. Thisimplies that amultilevel approach to studying goal striving
may be essential’. A key limitation in the current literature is the lack
of clarity regarding the level of the goal hierarchy at which disengage-
mentand reengagement are assessed. Adjustment processes may differ
markedly depending on whether they occur within the same hierarchi-
cal level (for example, shifting from regular running to walking) or
across levels (for example, from exercising to dieting to achieve weight
loss). These distinctions are consequential, as disengagement may
hinder progress at one level, whereas reengagement can preserve or
redirect progress toward higher-order goals. For example, experiments
that manipulate goal attainability have demonstrated thatindividuals
often make greater progress toward overarching aims when they relin-
quishunattainable lower-order goals*****'. Moreover, the boundaries
between goal progress, disengagement and reengagement are often
more fluid than typically presented. An individual may, for instance,
appear toabandonthe goal of finding aromantic partner and redirect
effort toward self-improvement, yet may not have fully disengaged
from the original goal even after months or years of non-pursuit. This
conceptual ambiguity isreflected in emerging evidence on goal shelv-
ing and freezing phenomena®®*. We contend that a more nuanced

understanding of goal adjustment requires researchers to begin by
precisely specifying the referent of disengagement and reengagement,
namely, disengagement or reengagement with what?

Further, goals are rarely pursued in isolation, and decisions to
adjust goal pursuit can be driven by competition from competing
goals®. Arecent framework designed to conceptualize goal disengage-
ment within the context of multiple goals has reached conclusions
similar to those presented in the current review®. Specifically, the
authors also identified a range of personal and contextual variables
thatcanboth encourage and discourage disengagement, emphasized
the importance of considering goal hierarchies, and acknowledged
that goal adjustment is a dynamic process influenced by multiple
variablesrather thanadiscrete event. Future multilevel approaches to
examining goal adjustment should be expanded to consider not only
goal hierarchies but also intergoal dynamics™.

Adjustment as part of the bigger picture. We suggest thatacompre-
hensive understanding of goal adjustment beintegrated into abroader
explanation of goal striving that encompasses other goal-regulatory
processes, such as persistence. Integrative goal pursuit models, such
asthose derived from control theory'’, often position adjustmentas a
reactionto failed goal regulation. Our work indicates that decisions to
persistor adjust goals are more nuanced, depending on the individual,
their environment and the goal itself. Researchers could explore the
conditions under which combinations of antecedents differentially
predict persistence versus adjustment, and examine when these two
goal-regulatory strategies lead to adaptive versus maladaptive out-
comes for goal striving, wellbeing and functioning.

Strengths and limitations

Our model addresses an empirical lacuna in the literature, provid-
ing a unified perspective on goal adjustment. Furthermore, our
meta-analytic efforts offer acomprehensive overview of the variables
thatinfluence or result from goal adjustment. Previous meta-analyses
of goal adjustment have considered a single outcome (for example,
wellbeing*?), focused on a single way of measuring goal adjustment
(for example, Goal Adjustment Scale*), only examined adjustment
for a specific life domain (for example, people with long-term health
conditions®), and did not analyse antecedent variables. We adopted an
inclusive approach by taking into account various methods of measur-
ing goal adjustment across all life domains. In addition, we expanded
on previous evidence syntheses by investigating the consequences of
goal adjustment for both functioning and goal striving itself.

Our work has several limitations. We acknowledge that our cat-
egorization process involves a degree of subjectivity and that our
ability to draw conclusions about the directionality of some relations
is limited, given that most effects are derived from cross-sectional
studies. Nevertheless, for those studies, the operationalization of vari-
ables asantecedents or consequences of goal flexibility was grounded
in theoretical reasoning and in many cases supported by sensitivity
analyses of longitudinal and experimental studies. A related limitation
concernsthesubjective nature of the variable categorization process.
Categorization decisions were reached through consensus across mul-
tiple researchers with expertise spanning diverse areas of psychology
and were guided by the theoretical framing of variables in the primary
literature. The classification of antecedents and outcomes as positive
or negative exemplars within overarching categories followed the
same approach. Again, these decisions were primarily informed by
the theoretical positioning adopted by original study authors. None-
theless, we acknowledge that alternative classifications are plausible,
and that some variables may reasonably fit within multiple or differing
categories. These possibilities warrant empirical scrutiny.

Further, we acknowledge that combining a wide range of vari-
ables into broad categories introduced considerable heterogene-
ity. An alternative approach would be to meta-analyse each variable
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independently, which we also did and summarized in text, with full
details of the analysisin Supplementary Information 1. Asthe purpose
of our meta-analytic effort was to provide an overview of the state of the
field to inform future research, we contend that our current analysis
strikes an optimal balance between usability and sensitivity.

Constraints on generality
The processes underlying goal adjustment are heterogeneous across
the lifespan® and vary between cultures®®. Given that much of the
relevant research has been conducted with samples from Western,
educated, industrialized and democratic societies®’, we have concerns
regarding the generalizability of the existing findings. Thereisaneed to
diversify this field by examining how the processes underpinning goal
adjustment differ both between and within cultures. While the majority
of research has been published in English, we note that we also included
several non-English articles. Although we are confident that we have
captured the key findings in the literature, we also acknowledge the
potential English language bias, bothin our own work andin the field.
The study of goal adjustment has only gained notable traction
in recent years and has been pursued by a relatively diverse group
of researchers. Most articles have been published by authors from
Western Europe and North America, with the most prolific and seminal
scholars in the field also hailing from these regions. However, there
have been notable contributions from researchers around the world,
and the scholarship on goal adjustment does not appear to be domi-
nated by asingle author, institution or research group.

Conclusion

We sought to consolidate the fragmented body of literature on goal
adjustment. Our findings corroborated previous research highlighting
the benefits of goal adjustment for wellbeing. In addition, we identi-
fied severalunique and shared predictors of flexible goal adjustment,
disengagement and reengagement. Our conceptual model, which is
informed by both theory and empirical findings, generates testable
hypotheses regarding the organization of antecedent and outcome
variables into broader categories, as well as the interrelations among
antecedent categories, goal adjustment processes and outcome catego-
ries. The model provides a framework that can steer a more cohesive
and methodical exploration of this emerging field.

Methods

Transparency and openness

Weadhered to the Transparency and Openness Promotion guidelines®®.
We preregistered the meta-analytic protocol on the Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/9hmw8) using the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses-Protocol template
(PRISMA-P®?). We note four deviations from the preregistered proto-
col. First, we employed the QualSyst tool™ to assess study quality for
allincluded studies, in contrast to our initial intention to employ the
Quality of Survey Studies in Psychology tool” for correlational stud-
ies and QualSyst for experimental studies. QualSyst is appropriate
for both correlational and experimental studies; hence, we made this
change to maintain consistency in the study quality rating instrument
across studies and facilitate coding efficiency. The second deviation
involved categorizing antecedent and outcome variables, a decision
informed by the Cochrane guidelines on handling sparse data’>. When
examining uncategorized antecedents, we located multiple effects
with k <2 effect sizes in the extracted data. Effect size estimates, het-
erogeneity estimates and moderator analyses are less reliable and
informative when there is a limited number of effects to synthesize.
Moreover, although antecedent variables examined in the literature
aredistinct, thereis a degree of overlap in many concepts, and variables
often coalesce under broader categories; for example, motivationisa
common umbrella category in psychology that encompasses a range
of distinct yet related variables. A similar methodological approach

hasbeen employedin other areas of psychology’ and by ref. 4 in their
meta-analysis of wellbeing outcomes associated with goal disengage-
ment and reengagement. A further methodological deviation in the
present review was the inclusion of articles not written in English. We
made this decision to minimize potential publication language biases
and enhance the comprehensiveness of the review. The authorship
teamis proficientin English, Danish, French, German, Greek, Hindiand
Tamil. We translated one article published inJapanese, alanguage not
spoken by any team member, using alarge language model (ChatGPT,
version40)™. Finally, we did not solicit unpublished manuscripts from
the listserv SPSP Connect! as outlined in our protocol, because this
service required paid membership.

Literature search

The first author conducted a systematic search—initially on 25 May
2022, with updates on 15 July 2023 and again on 22 May 2025—of the
following electronic databases: Web of Science, Scopus, PsycInfo, Busi-
ness Source Ultimate, Proquest Dissertations and Theses Global, and
Medline. We did notimpose limits on the earliest or latest publication
dates of articles. We searched for the key term “goal” with a 4-word
adjacency search with the terms: (“reengage*” OR “disengage*” OR
“unattain*” OR “dis-engag*” OR “re-engag*” OR “give up” OR “adjust*”
OR“flexib*”). We list specific search terms used for each databasein the
preregistration and in Supplementary Information 2. We supplemented
our main search with anascendancy/descendancy search, assisted by
the Paperfetcher web app”.

Eligibility criteria
Studies were eligible if they measured goal adjustment in any form
(forexample, self-reported adjustment capacity, objectively assessed
behavioural adjustment) and either one or all of the following: (1)
antecedents predicting goal adjustment; (2) goal-related outcomes;
(3) functional outcomes; and (4) wellbeing outcomes. We included
studies if they provided adequate information to compute an effect
size (fromeither correlations or mean differences) or we could obtain
this information directly from the authors through personal contact.
We excluded studies if: (1) the article’s full-text was unavailable
from university library subscriptions, via ResearchGate, through the
university’sinstitutional document request service, or via direct cor-
respondence with the author; (2) theinformation necessary tocompute
an effect size was unavailable in the full-text document or following
direct contact with the author; (3) the results were from a conference
abstractrather than afull-text; or (4) the study tested goal persistence
butnotadjustment. We also excluded studiesif (5) they examined goal
adjustment in children younger than10 years old. Young children are
still developing self-regulatory capacities and have limited control
over their goals, or control is jointly determined with parents, com-
plicating their assessment of goal regulation. Finally, we excluded
studies (6) when it was impossible to disentangle goal adjustment
from other cognitive or behavioural processes. A common example
of (6) is the Optimization of Primary and Secondary Control Scale of
ref. 76, in which the disengagement subscale is often combined with
subscales measuring other control processes (for example, social and
intra-individual comparisons, self-protective attributions) that fall
outside the scope of our definitions of adjustment processes. Thus, we
onlyincluded studiesinwhichit was possible to disentangle scores for
goal-adjustment relevant subscales or items from other non-relevant
subscales or items.

Article screening

We exported articles retrieved through the literature search to End-
Note (v.20) and removed duplicates. We used Research Screener” to
semi-automate the abstract screening process. Systematic reviewers
are highly likely to identify all eligible articles by screening 5-35% of
thetotal pool using Research Screener. On average, all relevant articles

Nature Human Behaviour


http://www.nature.com/nathumbehav
https://osf.io/9hmw8

Article

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-025-02312-4

are identified after screening 12.8% of articles or after 20 rounds (50
articles per round) of screening’”. The first author continued screening
articles until 15 consecutive rounds passed without identifying any
new eligible articles. As a result, the first author manually screened
33% of eligible articles. The first and third authors reviewed all full
texts flagged for potential inclusion and resolved disagreements
through discussion.

Data extraction

The first, third, fourth and fifth authors extracted all data items from
eligible studies using a predetermined data extraction formavailable
onthe project’s OSF page. We ensured the accuracy and consistency of
the extracted databy having each of the four coders randomly review
20% of the data extraction forms completed by the other coders. We
didnottrack thelevel of agreementin dataextraction and study quality
coding but note that all individuals involved in these processes were
experienced researchers who had authored meta-analyses and engaged
indataextraction and study quality coding previously. Although there
were minor discrepancies in data extraction and study quality, these
were straightforwardly resolved via discussion.

Weincluded data from cross-sectional, longitudinal, experimental
and diary studies. To maximize the likelihood of capturing effects of
goal adjustment on outcomes in longitudinal studies, we extracted
data for the latest timepoint reported for each variable in the study.
Forexample, ifastudy measured goal adjustment at baseline only and
measured the outcome both at baseline and a second timepoint, we
codedthe correlation between adjustment at baseline and the outcome
attimetwo. For diary studies, we extracted only between-person data
to maintain consistency with the between-person data obtained from
the rest of the studies.

Study quality

The first and fourth author evaluated the quality of all included stud-
ies using the QualSyst tool. It comprises 14 standardized items that
appraise design quality and is appropriate for all research designs
included in this meta-analysis’. The authors of QualSyst identified
conservative (<0.75) and liberal (<0.55) thresholds of minimum qual-
ity ratings for study inclusioninreviews. Although we did not exclude
studies based on quality ratings, we adapted these thresholds as cut-off
points for identifying high (=0.75), moderate (0.74-0.56) and low
(<0.55) quality studies.

Measures

Goal disengagement. We defined goal disengagement as the behav-
ioural cessation of goal pursuit/persistence or as self-reported cogni-
tive disengagement from goal striving. Disengagement may occur in
isolation and be followed by reengagement or another form of adjust-
ment. We only coded effect sizes when it was possible to disentangle
antecedents and outcomes of goal disengagement from antecedents
and outcomes of other adjustment processes.

Goal reengagement. We defined goal reengagement as the
behavioural resumption of pursuit with a new or modified goal, or
self-reported cognitions toward reengaging. Again, we only coded
effect sizes when it was possible to disentangle antecedents and out-
comes of goal reengagement fromantecedents and outcomes of other
adjustment processes.

Flexible goal adjustment. We defined flexible goal adjustment as
an individual’s general propensity toward flexible adjustment of
goal striving or accommodative goal striving. Studies that measured
this construct did not disentangle separate processes of goal adjust-
ment (for example, disengagement, reengagement). Where we could
identify distinct disengagement and reengagement subprocesses,
we coded them separately as disengagement and reengagement.

Where disengagement and reengagement were combined or were
not clearly separable within scale items, we coded them as flexible
goal adjustment.

Antecedents. We defined antecedents as events, cognitions or emo-
tional states that temporally preceded (that s, in longitudinal studies)
goal adjustment, or were hypothesized by the original study’s authors
to predict goal adjustment.

Goal-related outcomes. We defined goal-related outcomes as
self-reported or objectively measured outcomes that: (1) directly
indicated pursuit of goals (for example, goal progress, effort) or
goal-directed attachment/cognition (for example, goal commitment,
rumination on goals) and (2) temporally followed, or were hypoth-
esized by the original authors to be predicted by, goal adjustment.

Functioning outcomes. We defined functioning outcomes as those
related to anindividual’s physical (for example, physiological health/
impairment), social (for example, interpersonal relationships) or
societal (for example, ability to function in society, such as at work)
effectiveness that temporally followed, or were hypothesized by the
original authors to be predicted by, goal adjustment.

Wellbeing outcomes. We defined wellbeing outcomes as those
related to an individual’s mental health, that temporally followed,
or were hypothesized by the original authors to be predicted, by
goal adjustment.

Additional variables. We also extracted information on: whether stud-
ies were preregistered; type of study design; life domain in which the
goalwas pursued; whether the study examined goal strivingin ageneral
populationoraspecific one (for example, individuals with a particular
medical condition); participant mean age; proportion of female par-
ticipants; country of sample’s origin; language spoken by participants;
whether the study tested specific or general goals; whether goals were
assigned by theresearcher or set by the participants; and whether the
original goal attainability was manipulated.

Conceptual model development and data analysis

We developed our integrative model of goal adjustment both induc-
tively, drawing from the data collected in our literature search, and
deductively, on the basis of meta-analytic associations identified
in the literature. To develop our model, the first and last authors,
both of whom are experts on goal adjustment, first reviewed all
extracted antecedent variables and developed thematic categories
that aligned with well-established but broad psychological constructs
(for example, personality, affect, agency), processes (for example,
goal striving) and contexts (for example, development/environmental
context). The authors then collaboratively assigned individual ante-
cedent variables into these categories. The authors further divided
these antecedents on the basis of whether primary studies and the
broader psychological literature views them as enhancing/adaptive
or inhibitory/maladaptive, culminating in the following categories:
goal-enhancing/inhibiting variables; affect enhancing/diminishing
variables; adaptive/maladaptive personality traits; developmental
and contextual barriers/enablers; and agency-enhancing/inhibiting
variables. We refined the categorization of variables through anitera-
tive process thatinvolved consulting primary studies and examining
the theoretical frameworks used by original authors to contextualize
their variables. Final categorization decisions were reviewed and
approved by all manuscript authors. We similarly grouped outcomes
into six overarching categories, conceptualized as three opposing
pairs: wellbeing versus illbeing, functioning versus impairment, and
goal progression versus goal reduction. We present a detailed mapping
ofindividual variables to model constructsin Supplementary Table 4,
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aswellasasummary of the variables assessed across primary studies
inSupplementary Table 5.

Next, we conducted separate meta-regressions between
antecedent categories and goal adjustment capacities, as well as
meta-regressions between goal adjustment capacities and outcome
categories. For each meta-analysis, we converted bivariate correlations
to Fisher’s z-scores. For studies employing experimental methodolo-
gies or comparing mean between-group differences, we calculated
Hedge’sgasastandardized mean difference, then convertedit to Fish-
er’sz-scores for analysis and rvalues for reporting, using formulasinref.
78.Where means and standard deviations were unreported for group
differences but F statistics were available, we imputed effect sizes”®. To
interpret effect sizes, we used the benchmarks of 0.11, 0.19 and 0.29,
which correspond to small, medium and large effect sizes, respectively,
that are typically reported in psychology studies**. We conducted all
data analyses in R (v.4.5)° using the metafor package (v.4.8)°.

Given that multiple effects derived from the same study cannot
be considered independent, we combined effect sizes employing
three-level random effects models, which allow for the separation of
variance for each effect size (level 1), variance between effect sizes
of the same study (level 2), and variance between studies (level 3)%".
We determined statistical heterogeneity using /%, which indicates
the proportion of total variance in effect estimates that results from
heterogeneity rather than sampling error. For the F statistic, the fol-
lowing cut-off points are generally used to interpret heterogeneity:
0%-40% = might not be important; 30%-60% = may represent moder-
ate heterogeneity; 50%-90% = may represent substantial heterogene-
ity; and 75%-100% = considerable heterogeneity®*.

Where possible, we examined the potential moderating influence
of several study characteristics: average sample age, proportion of
female participants, whether the sample was drawn from a specialized
(forexample, clinical, student, professional) population, the country
of origin (that is, geographic region of the sample) and study quality
ratings. We present asummary of key findings from these moderator
analysesin Supplementary Information 1, with full analytical outputs
available onthe project’s OSF page. Inaddition, for each primary analy-
sis, we conducted a sensitivity analysis restricted to longitudinal and
experimental studies. This approach allowed for amore stringent test
of the theoretical proposition that antecedents predict goal adjust-
ment, and that goal adjustment, in turn, predicts outcome variables.

We assessed publication bias viasunset enhanced funnel plots and
Egger’s test of funnel plot asymmetry (metaviz package, v.0.99.5)%.
Finally, we meta-analysed the associations between goal adjustment
capacities and individual antecedent and outcome variables (that is,
excluding our model groupings) to examine the size and direction of
relation between specificindividual variables studied in the literature
and goal adjustment capacities. We report key findings from these
analysesintextand the full analysesin Supplementary Tables1,3 and 4.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Portfolio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability

All data for this project have been made publicly accessible via
the Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/6qft4/ (ref. 84).
Datacanbeaccessed directly at https://osf.io/6qft4/files/osfstorage/
685bc7dda251d5640d5cfad3.

Code availability

All analysis scripts for this project have been made publicly acces-
sible via the Open Science Framework®*. The main analysis can be
accessed directly at https://osf.io/6qft4/files/osfstorage/685bc7dd
15a516490ealc8ac and moderator analysis can be accessed directly
athttps://osf.io/6qft4/files/osfstorage/685bc7e06f77ed49ab0705d5.
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