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Various theories on personal goal striving rely on the assumption that failure raises
doubts about the goal. Yet, empirical evidence for an association between objective
failure experiences and doubts about personal long-term goals is still missing. In a
longitudinal field study, applicants for a job as a police trainee (N = 172, Mage = 25.15;
55 females and 117 males) were accompanied across three measurement times over
a period of five months. We investigated the effects of failure and initial expectation of
success (in the standardized selection process) on doubts regarding the superordinate
goal of becoming a police officer. As hypothesized, both failure and low initial expectation
of success as well as their interaction led to increased goal-related doubts over time. The
findings provide first empirical evidence for the role of failure in the emergence of goal-
related doubts in personal long-term goals and, therefore, the disengagement process
as it is hypothesized in various theories on goal striving and life-span development.

Keywords: personal goals, goal-related doubts, failure, expectation of success, goal striving

INTRODUCTION

Anything seems possible. Time and time again, there are stories in the media about the rise
from rags to riches or sensational successes of athletes or businessmen. Such stories make one
believe that any goal is attainable if one tries hard enough. However, even exceptionally successful
individuals like Michael J. Jordan or Roger Federer know from personal experience that goals are
not always attainable.

The present research focuses on the process of becoming aware that a goal may not be achievable
(e.g., after repeated failure). Imagine a young man who, as a little boy, had decided to become
a police officer. Now, years later, he has applied to several police departments and been rejected
every time. In such a case, it may seem adaptive to give up an aspired goal (e.g., Wrosch et al.,
2003). However, disengagement from goals is not easy, especially if the goal has been pursued for
a long time and considerable effort has been expended. It is argued that goal disengagement is
not a single act but “a rather involved process” (Klinger, 1975, p. 8). Research has shown that,
between committed goal pursuit and disengagement, individuals go through a phase of doubts and
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goal re-evaluation (Carver and Scheier, 2005; Brandstitter and
Schiiler, 2013). This study aims to demonstrate for the first time
that failure in the pursuit of a personal long-term goal is an
important predictor of goal-related doubts. Furthermore, there is
initial evidence indicating that expectation of success is another
predictor of doubts (Ghassemi et al., 2017). We try to replicate
this finding and additionally investigate a possible interaction
effect between failure and expectation of success on doubts.

Failure as a Predictor of Goal-Related
Doubts

Goal-related doubts, on a most fundamental level, are defined
as the questioning of the further pursuit of a goal. For
example, after the rejection of his application, the young man
described above might start to ask himself if he should further
pursue the goal of becoming a police officer. Several theories
on goal striving postulate such an effect of failure or rather
setbacks on doubts and subsequent goal re-evaluation. For
example, Klinger (1975) proposes that “unforeseen difficulties”
(p. 8) should instigate a process that ultimately leads to goal
disengagement. Martin and Tesser (1989) introduced the concept
of rumination, which is defined as “conscious thought that
results from the disruption of goals” (p. 311). They state
that failure in goal pursuit initiates a thought process which
“involves attempts to find alternate means to reach important
unattained goals or reconciling oneself to not reaching those
goals” (p. 311). Similarly, Carver and Scheier (1990) argue that
impediments in goal striving may lead to a re-evaluation of
the respective goal. Individuals would then “step outside the
behavioral stream momentarily and assess the likelihood that
the desired outcome will occur, given further effort” (Carver
and Scheier, 1990, p. 20). Lastly, Brandstitter and Schiiler’s
(2013) concept of an action crisis describes a phase of decisional
conflict between further goal pursuit and disengagement. An
action crisis is thought to emerge when individuals “encounter
recurring difficulties” (Brandstitter et al., 2013, p. 1677) in
the pursuit of a goal. Despite this large body of theory,
failure as a determinant of goal-related doubts has neither
been empirically tested (a) with respect to personal long-term
goals nor (b) in longitudinal field studies. The present study
was designed to close this empirical gap by testing whether
failure during personal goal striving leads to increased doubts
(Hypothesis 1).

In the course of goal striving, the occurrence of doubts may be
predicted not only by objective failure but also by the subjective
expectation of success (i.e., goal attainability). Low expectation
of success implies the need to re-evaluate a goal in order to
determine whether further effort is justified (e.g., Carver and
Scheier, 2005). First evidence comes from a longitudinal study
on the predictive validity of expectation of success for the multi-
faceted experience of an action crisis, part of which are goal-
related doubts (Ghassemi et al., 2017). In an attempt to replicate
this finding, we hypothesized that low initial expectation of
success would lead to increased doubts (Hypothesis 2).

Additionally, failure and expectation of success may have
an interactive effect on doubts. Failure should be more likely

to result in goal-related doubts if expectation of success
is low and setbacks have already been anticipated. In this
case, failure confirms the low expectation of success, which
should lead to more “certain expectations of continued failure”
(Olson et al, 1996, p. 215). This, in turn, provides the
ground for doubts and re-evaluation. Hence, we assumed that
expectation of success would moderate the effect of failure
on doubts, such that doubts are highest when expectation
of success had already been low when a failure experience
occurred (Hypothesis 3).

Methodological Challenges in the Study

of Personal Long-Term Goals

First indications of the significance of failure for the occurrence
of doubts stem from experimental laboratory research using
failure feedback on short-term cognitive or motor tasks
(e.g., Feather, 1966; Beckmann, 1994; Koole et al., 1999).
However, it is unclear whether (and if, to what extent)
these results can be applied to personal goal striving in
everyday life. The affective and cognitive consequences are
assumed to be more profound if failure is experienced in
self-imposed personal long-term goals, in the pursuit of
which time and energy has been invested, compared to
failure feedback in experimentally induced tasks. Furthermore,
only quasi-experimental field studies allow for research on
doubts in personal long-term goals as experimentally inducing
doubts with respect to these goals might profoundly influence
participants’ lives and would therefore not be in line with ethical
research standards.

The Present Research

In a longitudinal field study, failure regarding personal goals
can be investigated with methodological rigor (ie., high
internal validity) if the goal and the form of failure are
identical (i.e., objective/no self-report) for all participants.
We conducted a study with participants applying as trainees
at a Swiss police department (for a conceptual overview, see
the Supplementary Material). Participants did not merely
apply for the same type of job at the same institution
but pursued the same career goal (i.e., becoming a police
officer). The personnel selection process included four
stages consisting of standardized tests to evaluate applicants
(Figure 1). If applicants failed at a stage, they were allowed
to apply at other departments or at the same department
again (after a waiting period of 6 months). Failing in
the selection process of a police department is seen as a
setback in the pursuit of the goal of becoming a police
officer and therefore should lead to increased goal-related
doubts (Hypothesis 1). Moreover, low initial expectation of
success should also lead to increased doubts (Hypothesis
2) and may, additionally, amplify the effect of failure on
doubts (Hypothesis 3).

Notably, in some cases, failure may lead to goal
disengagement, especially for applicants who have already
applied multiple times and/or been experiencing severe goal-
related doubts. However, a goal of high personal value typically
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Questionnaire T, Questionnaire T, Questionnaire T,
n=172 n=143 n=125
Stage 1: Stage 2: Stage 3: Stage 4:
Entrance Exam passed Physical Exam W Interviews passed Decision acceptod
N=l172 n=127 N=l127 n=100 N=l100 =51 N=151 n=36
failed failed failed failed
n=45 n=27 n =49 n=15
Start -—=--------------————— i m— - * ~2months =====-==-------------———— - > ~5 months
FIGURE 1 | Overview of stages, questionnaires, and sample sizes.

renders disengagement a lengthy process. Thus, we did not
expect a substantial number of unsuccessful applicants to
disengage from their goal immediately or shortly after they
experienced failure.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure

The present sample consisted of applicants from four consecutive
and identical selection waves at a Swiss police department.
Sixteen participants were excluded because they voluntarily
withdrew from the selection process and 10 participants for
various other reasons.! The final sample (n = 172) comprised 55
female and 117 male applicants (Mage = 25.15, SDyqe = 3.75, age
range = 20-35). This study was carried out in accordance with
the ethical guidelines of the APA. The protocol was approved
by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Arts and Social
Sciences of the University of Zurich. All subjects gave written
informed consent.

Applicant Selection Process

The selection process was divided in four stages (see Figure 1 for
an overview of stages, questionnaires, and sample sizes). Before
the first stage, applicants had to fill out an online application
form and an online self-test to ensure that basic job requirements
(e.g., Swiss citizenship, age between 20 and 35 years) were met.
If this was the case, applicants were invited to the first stage, the
entrance examination.

Stage 1 - Entrance examination

In the first stage, applicants were required to do various tests
and fill out electronic questionnaires at the test center of the
police department. The tests and questionnaires were based on
established measures and were designed and evaluated by a
recruitment consulting firm. Cognitive abilities were tested with

!'Seven of these 10 participants were excluded because they filled out questionnaire
T, after stage 1 or T, after stage 3 contrary to instructions. One participant was
excluded because she/he did not appear to have filled out the questionnaires
seriously, one participant because of a failed mandatory background check
performed by the police department between T; and T, and one participant
because of a failed mandatory medicine check before stage 4.

an inventory comparable to the Berlin Intelligence Structure Test
(Jager et al., 1997). Additionally, language skills were assessed
with three tests (orthography test, grammar test, and dictation).
Questionnaires covered integrity (developed based on existing
integrity tests; for examples, see Marcus, 2000) as well as several
other aspects (e.g., Big Five); however, only integrity was included
in the evaluation of stage 1. For each of the three central aspects
(cognitive abilities, language skills, and integrity), there were
specific cut-off values an applicant had to reach in order to
pass this stage.

Stage 2 - Physical ability examination

The second stage included five exercises testing different
physical abilities (i.e., speed, upper body strength, coordination,
trunk muscle strength, and aerobic/anaerobic endurance).
For each exercise, there was a maximum of six points.
Requirements to gain a certain amount of points for an exercise
differed for male and female applicants because an identical
examination would have favored male applicants (Birzer and
Craig, 1996; Prenzler, 1997). The examination was passed if
a minimum of 15 points in total and at least 1 point per
exercise was earned.

Stage 3 - Interviews

In the third stage, two interviews were conducted, each with
one interviewer and two observers of the police department.
In both interviews, applicants were asked questions regarding
their attitudes and skills (resilience, career choice and motivation,
social competence, and taking over responsibility) and their
answers were rated by the two observers. Additionally, each
observer made a final binary recommendation regarding job
suitability based on these ratings. After all interviews of each day,
the notes on all applicants were assessed again and a decision was
made based on expert consensus.

Stage 4 - Final decision round

In the last stage, all applicants that were successful at all previous
stages — and thus fulfilled all the prerequisites of the police
department to become a police trainee — were ranked by experts
in terms of their overall performance in the different stages. Due
to capacity limitations, only about two-thirds of the remaining
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applicants got a job offer. Thus, about one-third of the remaining
applicants was rejected at this stage.

Study Procedure

Along with the invitation to stage 1, applicants were invited by the
police department to participate in the present study in exchange
for a compensation of 50 Swiss Francs.*> The study was carried
out online at three measurement times. The first measurement
(T}) took place before stage 1, the second measurement (T3)
between stage 2 and stage 3 (~2 months after T), and the third
measurement (T3) after stage 4 (~5 months after T;). T, and
T3 took place at the same time for those who were still in the
process and for those who had dropped out at a stage of the
selection process.

As a condition of participation in the study, applicants had
to permit access to their objective performance data. This data
included the scores of stages 1-3 as well as the information if they
passed or failed at each stage and the application as a whole.

Subjective Psychological Measures
Goal-Related Doubts

Goal-related doubts were measured at T;-T3 with two adapted
items of the Action Crisis Scale (Brandstitter and Schiiler, 2013).
These items focus on two aspects of doubts, namely questioning
further goal pursuit (“I doubt whether I should continue striving
for my goal of becoming a police officer or disengage from it.”)
and having disengagement thoughts (“In the last two weeks, I
have thought of disengaging from this goal.”). The other items of
the scale were excluded because they capture aspects of hindered
goal pursuit different from doubts (e.g., procrastination). The
items were assessed on a scale ranging from 1 (does not apply
at all) to 7 (applies completely) and showed a moderate to large
correlation (Tp: p = 0.46, T: p =0.64, T5: p =0.64; all p < 0.001).°

Expectation of Success

Expectation of success in the selection process was measured at
T, with two items on scales ranging from 1 to 7 [e.g., “How likely
is it that you pass all the tests of the selection process?” (very
unlikely to very likely)]. The two items correlated moderately
(p=047,p < 0.001).

Control Variables

Age, gender, previous applications (PA) at police departments,
success importance (Imp), and general self-efficacy (GSE) were
used as control variables (all measured at Ty).

Previous applications

A dichotomous variable (0 = no previous applications, 1 = at least
one previous application at a police department) was formed to
capture if applicants had already applied at a police department

2We expected that failed applicants would have diminished commitment to the
police department and, as a consequence, willingness to further participate at
the study. To reduce attrition, applicants were informed at the beginning of the
study that they would only receive compensation if they completed all three
questionnaires and they were encouraged to complete the study irrespective of
success or failure in the selection process.

3 Analyses showed skewed distributions for doubts and success importance.
Therefore, Spearman’s correlations are reported.

in the past. It was used as a control variable to preclude that
previous applications had an influence on the effect of failure and
expectation of success. However, we did not assume an effect of
previous applications as we expected only those with rather high
success expectations to apply repeatedly.

Success importance

Success importance was used as a control variable because doubts
should be less likely to occur for goals with high value, that is, high
importance for an individual. Success importance was measured
with two items (e.g., “It is important to me to successfully pass
the selection process.”) on a scale ranging from 1 (no agreement)
to 7 (very much agreement). The two items correlated moderately
(p=0.41,p < 0.001).

General self-efficacy

General self-efficacy, conceptualized as a relatively stable
individual difference, was used as a control variable as it has
been shown to be associated with both goal-related doubts (Wolf
et al.,, 2018) and expectation of success (Yeo and Neal, 2006).
GSE was measured at T; with two scales of the Inventory on
Competence and Control Beliefs (ICCB; Krampen, 1991): self-
concept of abilities (e.g., “In order to solve a problem, I can always
think of many options.”) and internality (e.g., “When I make a
plan, I am sure that it will become reality.”), of eight items each.
Only these two scales were used to create a GSE scale as the other
two scales do not measure self-efficacy (Shelton, 1990; Chen et al.,
2001). The 16 items of the GSE scale were assessed on a scale
ranging from 1 (no agreement) to 6 (complete agreement) and
aggregated to a final score of GSE. The scale had a satisfactory
internal consistency (o = 0.76).

Application Measures

The outcome (success or failure) of each of the four stages was
used, thus separating five groups of applicants: those who failed
at (a) stage 1, (b) stage 2, (c) stage 3, (d) stage 4, and those who
(e) succeeded at all stages and received a job offer. In order to
operationalize failure, we created four variables with Helmert
contrast coding (e.g., Wendorf, 2004). As the five groups were
of unequal size, the contrast codes were weighted to ensure
orthogonality (Cohen et al,, 2003). Table 1 depicts the four
variables and the respective values of the groups.

TABLE 1 | Weighted contrasts for the five groups of applicants failing at different
stages of the selection process.

Code variables

Group (n) FailS1 FailS2 FailS3 Fails4
Failure at stage 1 (ny = 45) %M 0 0 0
Failure at stage 2 (n, = 27) —1 Mi‘;*'”“ 0 0
Failure at stage 3 (n3 = 49) —1 —1 (”4%}”5) 0
Failure at stage 4 (n4 = 15) —1 —1 —1 g—i
Success at all stages (ns = 36) —1 —1 -1 —1

FailS1 = contrast between applicants who failed vs. succeeded at stage 1. FailS2 =
contrast between applicants who failed vs. succeeded at stage 2. FailS3 = contrast
between applicants who failed vs. succeeded at stage 3. FailS4 = contrast between
applicants who failed vs. succeeded at stage 4.
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RESULTS

Descriptive statistics of the major study variables are provided in
Table 2 (for information on attrition and goal disengagement, see
the Supplementary Material).

To analyze the changes in goal-related doubts from T, to T,
and from T, to T3 in one model, we performed hierarchical
linear modeling using R (R Core Team, 2018) and the Ime4
package (Bates et al., 2015). First, we entered measurement times,
control variables (Age;, Gender;, PA;, Imp;, GSE;), and doubts
at the previous measurement time (to model regression toward
the mean; Doubts;;_;) into a random intercept model predicting
change in goal-related doubts (ADoubtsjt). Second, we added
expectation of success (Exp;) as well as failure at all four stages
(FailS1;-FailS4;). Third, we added two-way interactions between
failure and expectation of success. The full model comprised of
the following equations:

Level 1 (measurements t):

ADoubtsjy = by; + byTime; + byDoubtsyy + ¢jt
Level 2 (individuals i):

boi = boo + bo1Agei + boyGender; + bosPA; + bosImp;
+ bosGSE; + bogExp; + boyFailS1; + bogFailS2;
+ bosFailS2; + bogFailS3; + bioFailS4;
+ b1 (FailS1 x Exp); + bia(FailS2 x Exp);
+ by13(FailS3 x Exp); + bia(FailS4 x Exp); + u;

Table 3 depicts the results of the full model. Failure at stage
1 [B = 0.214, Closg, (0.099, 0.329)], at stage 2 [B = 0.161, Closg
(0.067, 0.254)], and at stage 3 [B = 0.588, Closo, (0.389, 0.784)]
were all significant predictors of an increase in doubts whereas
there was no significant effect for failure at stage 4 [B = 0.105,
Clgsg, (—0.073, 0.285)]. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported for
three of the four stages. Expectation of success was a significant
predictor as well [B = —0.171, Closg (—0.299, —0.044)],
supporting Hypothesis 2. Additionally, there was an interaction
effect of failure and expectation of success at stage 1 [B = —0.135,
Closo (—0.247, —0.024)] and stage 3 [B = —0.282, Closy
(—0.509, —0.054)], indicating that failure and doubt were more

strongly associated when initial expectation of success was low
and, thus, partially supporting Hypothesis 3.

DISCUSSION

Failure predicted increased goal-related doubts at all stages
of the selection process where applicants had an active role
(Hypothesis 1). There was no effect for stage 4, which was the
final stage of the selection process. In this stage, all previously
successful applicants were evaluated in terms of their overall
performance in the three preceding stages. Applicants had no
active role in this stage, which may have changed the perception
of failure. Additionally, in comparison with the preceding
stages, this stage was less standardized. It incorporated a non-
standardized expert evaluation process of the previous stages
resulting in a ranking list of the applicants regarding their
suitability for the job. Thus, the informative value of failure
for further goal striving might have been lower compared to
previous stages.

The evidence for Hypothesis 1 lends empirical support to
existing theories on goal striving (e.g., Klinger, 1975; Martin
and Tesser, 1989; Carver and Scheier, 1990; Brandstitter and
Schiiler, 2013). These theories assume that when encountering
setbacks in goal striving, it is adaptive to experience doubts and
re-evaluate the respective goal. Likewise, in life-span theories,
it is argued that setbacks or unsatisfactory goal pursuit lead
to more self-centered strategies, which often involve goal re-
formation or disengagement. Brandtstidter and Renner (1990)
and Brandtstidter and Rothermund (2002), for example, state
that discrepancies between an actual and an aspired situation
(e.g., due to setbacks) may lead to a form of goal re-formation
or, ultimately, goal disengagement (flexible goal adjustment).
Heckhausen et al. (2010) argue that an accumulation of setbacks
would lead to a shift from active (primary) to passive (secondary)
control strategies. This shift is assumed to be associated with
distress and goal re-formation processes. The present research
can also be embedded in other theories of goal setting and
goal striving, such as the mindset theory of action phases
(Gollwitzer, 2012). This theory distinguishes four consecutive
phases concerned with the deliberation about possible goals,
the planning and implementation of goal-directed actions, and
the evaluation of goal-related outcomes. In the terminology of

TABLE 2 | Means (SDs) and zero-order correlations among the major study variables.

No Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Goal-related doubts (T1) 1.40 (0.77) -

2. Goal-related doubts (T») 1.44 (0.86) 0.46%** -

3. Goal-related doubts (T3) 1.97 (1.33) 0.30** 0.43*** -

4, Expectation of success 4.76 (0.98) —-0.12 —0.32%** —-0.12 -

5. Success importance 6.51 (0.67) —0.20** —0.09 —0.04 —0.01 -

6. Age 25.15 (3.75) 0.07 0.03 0.08 0.09 —0.03 -
7. General self-efficacy 72.17 (6.32) —0.18* —0.22* —0.11 0.34*** 0.03 0.10

N =172. T in T1—T; = measurement time. Doubts regarding the goal of becoming a police officer were only assessed for participants who were still pursuing the goal at

To(n=1389)and T3 (n = 103). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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TABLE 3 | Hierarchical linear model predicting the change in goal-related doubts from expectation of success and failure.

AGoal-related doubts

Closo,
Fixed effects B (SE) Lower Upper
Intercept 1.385 (1.097) —0.768 3.562
Level 1 (within-person)
Time 0.484 (0.118) 0.250 0.711
Goal-related doubts (t-1) —0.586 (0.086) —0.760 —-0.414
Level 2 (between-person)
Expectation of success —-0.171 (0.067) —0.299 —0.044
Fail S1 0.214 (0.059) 0.099 0.329
Fail S2 0.161 (0.047) 0.067 0.254
Fail S3 0.588 (0.102) 0.389 0.784
Fail S4 0.105 (0.092) —0.073 0.285
Fail S1 x expectation —-0.135 (0.056) -0.247 —0.024
Fail S3 x expectation —0.282 (0.115) —0.509 —0.054
Clgsy,
Random effects SD Lower Upper
Residual (within-person) 0.866 0.723 0.934
Intercepts (between-person) 0.175 0.000 0.498
Model fit Coefficient df
—2 log likelihood 666.6 17
AIC 700.6
BIC 759.9
Explained variance Pseudo-R2, ARZ,
Model 1: time, control variables, and goal-related doubts (t-1) 0.145 0.145
Model 2a: model 1 and expectation of success 0.162 0.017
Model 2b: model 1 and failure at stages 1-4 0.329 0.184
Model 2¢: model 1 and both expectation and failures 0.339 0.194
Model 3: model 2¢ and all failure x expectation interactions 0.368 0.029

B = unstandardized regression coefficient; 95% Cl = confidence interval for unstandardized regression coefficient based on 9,996 bias-corrected and accelerated
bootstrap samples (4 of 10,000 bootstrap runs failed to converge); AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; ,oseudo—/?ﬁ7 = marginal overall
pseudo-R? for generalized mixed-effect models (Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013); AF?fn = change in pseudo-R2 from previous model (i.e., model 1 for models 2a, 2b,
and 2c, and model 2¢c for model 3). Expectation of success was z-standardized prior to analysis. Control variables included age, gender, previous applications, success
importance, and general self-efficacy. The analysis includes 139 individuals (as 29 individuals only completed T; and 4 individuals reported to have disengaged from their
goal at Tp) and 242 observations. As the interactions between expectation of success and Fail S2 [B = —0.055, Clgsy, (—0.144, 0.033)] and Fail S4 [B = 0.145, Clgsy,
(—0.069, 0.358)] were not significant, the model is reported without them (Hayes, 2013).

mindset theory, doubts could be conceptualized as a backward
loop resulting again in the deliberation about the goal itself
causing a “mindset shift” from an implemental to a deliberative
mindset (Brandstitter and Schiiler, 2013; Gollwitzer, 2018).

Replicating the findings of Ghassemi et al. (2017), expectation
of success at the beginning of the selection process predicted an
increase in doubts (Hypothesis 2). This is in line with theories
suggesting that expectation of success (or attainability) of goals
is a main determinant of effort and persistence (Carver and
Scheier, 1990; Jostmann and Koole, 2009; Gendolla et al., 2012).
Low expectation should thus make individuals more susceptible
to goal-related doubts, instigating re-evaluation in order to
discard unworthy goals.

There was some evidence for an interactive effect of failure
and expectation of success on the change in doubts in stages
1 and 3 (Hypothesis 3). This indicates that a highly attainable
goal may be (at least temporarily) protected from doubts even
when difficulties arise. This goal shielding would be adaptive
as it would allow for persistent goal striving (Feather, 1989).
However, if setbacks accumulate, it might be maladaptive to hold
onto an appraisal of high expectation of success and to show
unchanged persistence. This unproductive persistence would lead
to “the expenditure of time and effort with no more success than
would have occurred had one quit early” (Feather, 1989, p. 69).
Above that, valued alternatives for goal striving may be ignored
(Feather, 1989).
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Limitations

Some limitations of this study have to be discussed. First, there
seemed to be selective attrition. Among the 47 participants
who did not fill out all the questionnaires, 44 experienced
failure in the selection process. Despite encouraging all
applicants to complete the study, we had expected that rejected
applicants would show a higher attrition rate than successful
applicants. Because they had been rejected, willingness to
further participate in the study may have been diminished.
Furthermore, some of the applicants probably refrained from
further participating because they were experiencing severe
doubts or had even disengaged from their goal and did not
want to deal with potentially unpleasant questions regarding
their discontinued career plans. Thus, it is more plausible
that the effects were restricted rather than generated by an
artifact of attrition.

Second, we cannot rule out the possibility that rejected
applicants succeeded at or failed in the selection process of
another police department between two measurements. If this
was the case, it may have affected their experience of doubts.

CONCLUSION

The present study makes an important contribution to research
on personal goals as it validates a general self-regulatory
mechanism in an applied context. To the best of our knowledge,
it was the first longitudinal field study examining the effects of
objective failure in a personal long-term goal on goal-relevant
variables. Individuals who encountered failure in goal striving
experienced more doubts about their goal. However, failure
did not result in goal-related doubts if expectation of success
had been comparably high, implying that high expectation of
success at the outset of an endeavor shields individuals from
doubts when setbacks occur. Future studies are needed to further
investigate this moderating effect. Furthermore, because of the
possible negative impact of goal-related doubts on well-being
and performance (e.g., Brandstitter et al., 2013; Herrmann and
Brandstdtter, 2015), it is crucial to develop interventions that
help individuals to prevent or cope with these doubts. To
protect an individual from doubts after a setback, expectation
of success may be increased via self-training or in coaching
sessions. This might be particularly indicated when individuals
pursue career goals where setbacks are immanent (e.g., academia,
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