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The Look of Success or Failure: Biased Self-Perceptions Serve as
Informational Feedback During Goal Pursuit

Kristina Howansky, Janna K. Dominick, and Shana Cole
Rutgers University—New Brunswick

Three studies tested whether and how engaging in goal-relevant behaviors affects
people’s visual self-perceptions. In Study 1, participants who had just finished exer-
cising at the gym perceived their bodies to be smaller than did participants leaving a
neutral academic building. In Study 2, participants who had just eaten at a fast food
restaurant perceived their stomachs to be larger than did participants leaving a retail
store. In Study 3, participants in the lab either exercised or watched neutral videos and
then created avatars to represent themselves. Avatars created by individuals who
exercised were rated as fitter and healthier than were those created by individuals in the
control condition. Moreover, biased self-perceptions served as information about goal
progress (Studies 2 and 3). This work is the first to suggest that goal-relevant behaviors
influence visual self-perceptions and that biased self-perceptions may contribute to
successful goal pursuit.
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Individuals with weight loss goals are often
confronted with opportunities to behave in goal-
consistent or -inconsistent ways. On their lunch
break they could choose to eat at the salad place
or the local burger joint. After work they could
stop by the gym or head home to their beckon-
ing couch. The momentary decisions people
make—to pig out or work out—can affect how
they think and feel about themselves (Bongers,
Dijksterhuis, & Spears, 2009). But do the goal-
relevant choices people make also affect how
they literally see themselves? Do people see
themselves as heavier after indulging in a calo-
rie-rich lunch and as leaner after exercising? In
the present work, we asked (a) what are the
consequences of engaging in goal-consistent or
-inconsistent behavior for people’s self-

perceptions? and (b) what are the implications
of those perceptions for future goal-relevant
behavior?

Prior work has suggested behaving in line
with one’s goals has important implications for
personal evaluations. Engaging in goal-consis-
tent behavior can lead individuals to evaluate
themselves more positively. For example,
women with health goals who were assigned to
exercise reported a more favorable body image
and believed themselves to be thinner compared
to women in a control group (Salci & Martin
Ginis, 2017). Alternatively, unhealthy eating
behaviors, such as binge eating, were related to
more negative body images (Schwartz &
Brownell, 2004). Other work has suggested
goal successes and failures can influence self-
esteem, such that successful goal pursuit boosts
self-esteem whereas goal failure decreases it
(e.g., Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). Indeed, goal-
relevant behavior can have important conse-
quences for how individuals think and feel
about themselves.

In this work, we suggest goal-related actions
may influence not only how people think about
themselves but also how they perceive them-
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selves. Studying visual representations is im-
portant because people put extraordinary faith
in their visual experiences, often above other
forms of information (Andrade, 2011). This
faith in the visual system is what scholars call
naïve realism (Ross & Ward, 1995, 1996), a
philosophical view that suggests people believe
their sensory experiences accurately correspond
to the world as it really is (see Lehar, 2003, for
discussion). Such a belief leads people to be
confident in their visual experiences and un-
likely to discount them. Moreover, the way peo-
ple see the world— or think they see the
world—serves as input for their later cognitions
and behavioral decisions. As a result, studying
perceptual representations may help capture in-
direct and implicit processes that guide people’s
decisions about whether and how to act in future
goal-relevant situations.

The inordinate trust people put in their visual
experiences is ironic given much recent work
has suggested people’s perceptions of the world
can actually be quite malleable. Revisiting and
expanding upon the New Look perspective
(e.g., Bruner & Goodman, 1947), recent re-
search has suggested visual experiences can be
shaped by characteristics of perceivers them-
selves, including their active goals and motiva-
tions (Dunning & Balcetis, 2013; Riccio, Cole,
& Balcetis, 2013). For example, thirsty people
perceived a bottle of water as physically closer
than did people whose thirst was quenched
(Balcetis & Dunning, 2010). People motivated
to protect their romantic relationships perceived
interested singles as less attractive compared to
people not currently in a relationship (Cole,
Trope, & Balcetis, 2016). Goals influence indi-
viduals’ visual representations of goal-relevant
environments and individuals.

Despite a growing body of work demonstrat-
ing motivated perceptual experiences, there is
less work exploring biased visual representa-
tions of the self. Some work has shown individ-
uals mentally represent themselves as more at-
tractive than they actually are (Epley &
Whitchurch, 2008), especially when making
downward comparisons to unattractive others
(Zell & Balcetis, 2012). Other work has dem-
onstrated individuals high in negative affectiv-
ity perceive themselves as less healthy com-
pared to individuals high in positive affectivity
(Mirams et al., 2014). Work in the eating dis-
order literature has suggested individuals with

and without eating disorders perceive their bod-
ies as larger than they really are (e.g., Tovée,
Benson, Emery, Mason, & Cohen-Tovée,
2003). Existing work on visual representations
of the self has typically investigated how trait-
like characteristics of the perceiver affect self-
representations. As such, causality is difficult to
establish. The present work is among the first to
use an experimental design to test the causal
effects of statelike effects on visual representa-
tions of the self. The current project examines
how self-perception is affected when people
engage in goal-relevant behaviors. Engaging in
behaviors that are consistent with weight loss
goals (e.g., exercising) may lead people to view
themselves as more fit, whereas engaging in
goal-inconsistent behaviors (e.g., eating an un-
healthy meal) may lead people to view them-
selves as less fit.

Moreover, biases in self-perception may be
linked to self-regulatory outcomes such as esti-
mations of goal progress. Monitoring progress
toward goal attainment is an effective self-
regulation strategy, and frequent monitoring can
positively impact goal attainment (Harkin et al.,
2016). Furthermore, breaking larger goals down
into smaller subcomponents allows more oppor-
tunities to assess progress, makes forward prog-
ress more noticeable (Brown & Lahey, 2015),
and leads to continued motivation toward goal
pursuit (Locke & Latham, 1990; Uetake &
Yang, 2017). Visual self-perceptions may pro-
vide ongoing feedback about progress.

Overview of the Present Studies

The present work had two main aims. First,
we sought to determine whether goal-consistent
and -inconsistent behavior influences self-
perceptions. Second, we sought to link self-
perceptions to goal-relevant outcomes. Across
studies, we predicted individuals would visually
perceive themselves as fit after behaving in a
health goal�consistent way (Studies 1 and 3).
Additionally, we predicted individuals would
perceive themselves as unfit after behaving in a
health goal�inconsistent way (Study 2). Fur-
thermore, we predicted these biased self-
perceptions would function as goal feedback,
influencing evaluations of goal progress (Stud-
ies 2 and 3). In the present work, we used only
female participants because men and women
may have different goals when they exercise.
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Whereas women often have a goal to lose
weight (Brown, 2013), men often exercise with
the intention to gain muscle (McCreary, Hildeb-
randt, Heinberg, Boroughs, & Thompson,
2007). Thus, to make sure our results could be
interpreted as indicating goal-consistent self-
perceptions (e.g., seeing oneself as smaller after
exercising), we constrained our sample to wom-
en. Across all studies, we set a priori criteria to
exclude participants who (a) reported not hav-
ing at least moderate health and fitness goals
and (b) were greater or less than 3 SDs from the
mean on any of our primary variables of inter-
est. We report all measures and conditions for
variables of interest to the research question.
Data for all studies, along with analyses, syntax,
and materials, are available at https://osf.io/
fzq24/.

Study 1

In Study 1, we tested how self-perceptions
were affected by behaving in line with an exer-
cise goal. In a quasi-experimental field study,
we recruited undergraduate women leaving the
gym or the student center and tested whether
their self-perceptions of body size differed. We
predicted individuals who had just behaved in
line with their fitness goal (i.e., exercised)
would see themselves as healthier and leaner
than would those who had not.

Method

One hundred female participants (Mage � 21.
01, SD � 2.98) were recruited either leaving an
on-campus gym (goal-consistent condition; n �
50) or an academic building (control condition;
n � 50). Participants chose a small gift, such as
nail polish or a pen, as compensation for par-
ticipation. We aimed to recruit 50 participants
per cell of the experimental design, because this
was a previously unexplored question with no
effect sizes on which to base a power analysis.
This is the recommended minimum sample size
needed when effect sizes are unknown (Sim-
mons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2013).

Participants looked at themselves in a full-
length mirror (12 in. wide � 48 in. high) while
standing 35 in. away. While looking in the
mirror, participants made several visual esti-
mates of their body size. They first estimated
the circumference of their hips and waist by

pulling off string from a ball of yarn. Partici-
pants were not allowed to place the string
around their bodies to measure. They cut each
piece of string where they believed it accurately
captured the size of first their hips and then their
waist. Next, participants did a visual replication
task. They looked at a rectangular outline of the
mirror printed on a piece of paper. They then
drew the silhouette of their body to represent the
area they believed their body was taking up in
the mirror in front of them.

Following the perceptual tasks in all studies,
participants reported their mood and self-
esteem.1 Participants next reported their state
subjective body image across seven items (e.g.,
thin, tight, chubby, squishy) and responded to
several positive characteristics that we did not
expect to be affected by exercise (e.g., friendly,
intelligent) on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (I
am not feeling that way) to 10 (I am feeling that
way). All health-relevant items were averaged
to create one measure of fit body image (� �
.90). Participants then completed a four-item
fitness goal scale (� � .70) with statements
such as “I have strong goals to be fit,” which
were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Finally, partic-
ipants reported their gender and age, and re-
searchers measured their waists and hips. Par-
ticipants were then thanked and debriefed.

Results

Baseline scores. Because we wanted to test
the effects of behaving in a goal-consistent way,
we set an a priori criterion to exclude partici-
pants who reported less than a 3 (the midpoint)
on the fitness goal scale. All participants across
both conditions indicated they had at least mod-
erate fitness goals (M � 4.51, SD � .49), so no
participants were excluded from analyses.2

Next, we compared waist-to-hip ratios
(WHRs) between groups. WHR is an indicator
of health based on the ratio of waist size to hip
size (Pischon et al., 2008). We found partici-
pants leaving the gym had smaller WHRs (M �
.76, SD � .05) than did those in the control

1 Results of exploratory analyses with these variables can
be found in the online supplemental materials.

2 Fitness goal strength did not differ significantly between
conditions, t(97) � 1.62, p � .11. Moreover controlling for
goal strength in subsequent analyses did not affect conclu-
sions drawn from the results.
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group (M � .80, SD � .12), t(98) � �2.29, p �
.024, d � .46, 95% confidence interval [CI: .06,
.85]. Because of these baseline differences in
body size, we ran relevant subsequent analyses
controlling for WHR.

Self-perceptions. To test our primary hy-
pothesis, we examined whether participants per-
ceptually represented their bodies differently
depending on whether they had just exercised.
Two participants were more than 3 SDs above
the mean on hip estimates and were excluded
from analyses. Participants leaving the gym per-
ceived their hips as smaller (M � 40.27, SD �
8.98) than did those in the control condition
(M � 45.30, SD � 9.82), F(1, 95) � 6.77, p �
.011, �2 � .07, 95% CI [.004, .178] (see Figure
1). That is, participants who had just engaged in
goal-consistent behavior estimated their hips to
be about 5 in. smaller than did participants who
had not. One participant was more than 3 SDs
above the mean on waist estimates and was
excluded from analyses. Although the pattern
was in the expected direction, the difference
between the groups on estimations of waist size
did not reach significance, F(1, 95) � 2.47, p �
.120 (see Figure 1).

We next examined whether exercise influ-
enced the size of the body silhouettes partici-
pants drew. To quantify participants’ perceptual
representations of the area their bodies took up
in the mirror, a research assistant blind to con-
dition and experimental hypothesis carefully
shaded in the silhouettes. We then scanned the
drawings to create digital images. We used a
MATLAB (2017, version 9.3) program and a
search algorithm to count pixels and determine
the percentage of black pixels compared to

white pixels within the mirror area. Thus, for
each participant, we were able to calculate the
area participants believed their bodies occupied
out of the total mirror area. Individuals leaving
the gym represented themselves as significantly
smaller (M � 36.83, SD � 7.32) than did those
in the control condition (M � 40.32, SD �
8.23), F(1, 97) � 5.39, p � .022, �2 � .05, 95%
CI [.0004, .1575]. Participants who had just
behaved in a health goal�consistent way per-
ceived themselves as approximately 4%
smaller, on average, than did participants who
did not.

Self-evaluations. Finally, we analyzed
whether participating in goal-consistent behav-
ior influenced self-reported body evaluations.
Participants who had just exercised reported a
more favorable body image (M � 6.06, SD �
1.81) than did those in the control condition
(M � 4.85, SD � 1.96), F(1, 94) � 7.18, p �
.009, �2 � .07, 95% CI [.005, .185]. The groups
did not vary on other positive non-body-related
characteristics (ps � .420).

Study 2

In Study 1, participants who had just exer-
cised perceived themselves as more fit (e.g.,
thinner, smaller) than did participants who had
not exercised. Study 2 had two primary aims.
First, we sought to determine whether individ-
uals who behaved in a goal-inconsistent way
would exhibit biased visual self-perceptions
that reflected their goal-inconsistent behavior.
We predicted individuals with healthy eating
goals would visually perceive themselves as
less fit after eating an unhealthy meal compared

Figure 1. Participants in the goal-consistent condition perceived themselves as smaller than
did participants in the control condition. Error bars represent standard error.
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to individuals in a control condition. Second,
we sought to link self-perceptions to evalua-
tions of goal progress. We predicted negative
self-perceptions would function as goal feed-
back, decreasing evaluations of goal progress.

Method

In exchange for a $5 gift card, 101 women
were recruited from an outdoor shopping center
(Mage � 30.97, SD � 11.34). Three participants
were excluded from analyses for failing to fol-
low instructions (e.g., they placed the string
around their body during the estimation task),
resulting in a final sample of 98 participants.
Researchers recruited participants from either a
discount retail store (control condition; n � 48)
or a hamburger fast food restaurant (goal-
inconsistent condition; n � 50). We again
aimed to recruit 50 participants per condition
due to an unknown effect size; however, based
on the smallest effect size from Study 1 (d �
.55), we would obtain 80% power with 42 par-
ticipants per condition.

Participants first reported the last store they
visited and what they did there. Participants
then stood 35-in. away from a full-length mirror
(12 in. wide � 48 in. high). We were interested
in how participants would perceive their stom-
achs. As in Study 1, participants engaged in two
perceptual tasks. While looking in the mirror,
participants used string to indicate the perceived
circumference of their stomachs. Participants
also completed a mirror silhouette task similar
to that used in Study 1. However, in the present
study, participants were asked to turn to the side
so that their backs aligned with one edge of the
mirror and to draw a sideways silhouette of their
bodies. Unexpectedly, participants varied
widely in their interpretation of the instructions,
resulting in considerable (�50%) unusable data
for the mirror task. For example, some partici-
pants drew silhouettes facing forward rather
than to the side, others drew only portions of
their bodies, and some drew themselves in the
middle of the mirror rather than along the edge.
Due to the flawed nature of this task, we were
unable to use the data for analysis (see the
Materials document at https://osf.io/fzq24/ for
additional task details and example silhouettes).

Following the perceptual task, participants
reported their state subjective body image
across six items (e.g., thin, chubby, bloated) on

a 10-point scale from 1 (I do not see myself this
way) to 10 (I do see myself this way). The
healthy items were reverse-coded, and all items
were averaged to create one measure of unfit
body image (� � .80).

Participants then reported their progress to-
ward achieving their ideal body size on a 10-
point scale from 0 (very far) to 10 (currently at).
Next, participants reported whether it would be
difficult for them to achieve their ideal body
size on a 6-point scale from 0 (not at all true for
me) to 5 (completely true for me).3

Finally, participants reported their age and
gender. Upon completion of the survey, re-
searchers measured the actual circumference of
participants’ stomachs as well as participants’
height and weight. Participants were then de-
briefed, paid, and thanked.

Results

Baseline scores. To ensure participants in
the inconsistent condition consumed unhealthy
food options, we content-analyzed responses to
what participants did in the last store they vis-
ited. The majority (92%) of participants in the
inconsistent condition reported consuming
burgers, fries, and/or milkshakes from the res-
taurant. The remaining 8% either misinterpreted
the question or did not provide details about
what they ate (e.g., “ate lunch”). Because we
wanted to test the effects of behaving in a goal-
inconsistent way, we set an a priori criterion to
exclude participants who reported being at their
ideal body size. Six participants total, three in
the inconsistent condition and three in the con-
trol condition, indicated they were already at
their ideal body size and were excluded from
analyses.

We compared body mass indices (BMIs) and
participants’ actual stomach sizes between
groups. One participant’s BMI and actual stom-
ach size was over 3 SDs from the mean and thus
was excluded from analyses. There was no sig-
nificant difference in BMI, t(89) � �.24, p �
.808, or actual stomach size, t(89) � �.27, p �
.791, between conditions.

Self-perception. We next assessed whether
participants in the goal-inconsistent condition

3 For mediation analyses testing self-perception as a me-
diator of the relationship between condition and estimates of
goal difficulty, please see the online supplemental materials.
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perceived themselves as larger than did partic-
ipants in the control condition by comparing the
estimated circumference of participants’ stom-
achs between conditions. One participant’s es-
timation was over 3 SDs from the mean and thus
was excluded from analyses. There was a sig-
nificant difference in estimated stomach cir-
cumference between the conditions, t(89) �
�2.09, p � .040, d � .44, 95% CI [.02, .85].
Participants in the goal-inconsistent condition
(M � 46.17, SD � 14.82) represented their
stomachs as larger than did participants in the
control condition (M � 40.69, SD � 9.45). On
average, participants who had just eaten an un-
healthy meal perceived their stomachs to be
about 6 in. bigger than did participants who had
not.

Self-evaluations. We next examined
whether participants differed in their self-
reported body evaluations. Contrary to the re-
sults in Study 1, there was no difference in
participants’ subjective body image evaluations
between conditions, t(81) � �.09, p � .927.

Self-perception and regulatory outcomes.
To test whether self-perception influences goal
progress, we first conducted partial correlations
to test the overall relationship between self-
perceptions and estimates of goal progress, con-
trolling for condition. There was a significant
negative correlation between self-perceptions
and estimates of goal progress, r(88) � �.29,
p � .005. The larger participants perceived their
stomach size, the further they believed they
were from their ideal body.

We next used the PROCESS macro (Hayes,
2012) to test whether goal-inconsistent behav-
iors shift self-perceptions, which, in turn, affect
estimations of goal progress (see Figure 2). We

tested the significance of the indirect effect us-
ing bootstrapping procedures in which the un-
standardized indirect effect was computed for
each of 10,000 bootstrapped samples. The indi-
rect effect was significant (95% CI [�.29,
�.01]). Compared to participants in the control
condition, participants in the goal-inconsistent
condition perceived their stomachs as larger,
which made them feel further from their ideal
body size.

Study 3

In Studies 1 and 2 we tested self-perceptions
in an ecologically valid setting where partici-
pants had chosen to engage in goal-consistent or
-inconsistent behavior in their daily lives. How-
ever, due to the quasi-experimental nature of the
designs, it is difficult to assess causality be-
tween behavior and subsequent self-percep-
tions. To rule out that our effects could be the
result of additional untested differences be-
tween groups, in Study 3 we utilized a con-
trolled experimental design to test the causal
relationship between engaging in goal-consis-
tent behavior and self-perceptions. In addition,
in Study 2, negative self-perceptions resulting
from goal-inconsistent behavior had down-
stream consequences for people’s estimations
of goal progress. In Study 3, we tested whether
self-perceptions resulting from goal-consistent
behavior would also affect estimation of goal
progress.

In Study 3, participants were randomly as-
signed to complete an exercise video workout or
watch neutral videos. Research assistants blind
to hypotheses piloted the exercise video in the
lab and evaluated the intensity of the exercise
on a 7-point scale from 1 (easy) to 7 (difficult).
Evaluations of workout intensity (M � 4.54,
SD � 1.20) did not significantly differ from the
midpoint of the scale, t(12) � 1.62, p � .131.

Method

In exchange for course credit, undergraduate
women prescreened to have fitness goals (N �
214) came into the lab to participate in a study
regarding goals. We aimed to recruit approxi-
mately 200 participants to obtain 80% power
using the smallest observed effect size from
Study 1 (�2 � .05). Seven participants were
excluded from analyses: six for failure to follow

Figure 2. Unstandardized regression coefficients (and
standard errors) from the mediation model in which goal-
inconsistent behavior (coded as 1) predicted the estimations
of goal progress. Values in brackets represent the direct
associations; values without brackets represent associations
when all variables are included in the model. � p � .05.
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instructions and one who was unable to physi-
cally follow the protocol. The final sample in-
cluded 207 individuals (Mage � 19.14, SD �
2.79).

To prime the importance of health and fit-
ness, we instructed participants to first spend 2
min writing about why health and fitness are
important to them. Then participants were ran-
domly assigned to either an exercise (n � 106)
or control (n � 102) condition. Participants in
the exercise condition completed a 15-min
workout that included 5 min of warm-up and 10
min of moderate-intensity exercise (e.g., jump-
ing jacks, sit-ups), which was followed by 5 min
of cool-down time and stretching. Participants
in the control condition watched two 5-min
videos and one 10-min video about neutral top-
ics such as discovering new species, Antarctica,
and how to make a guitar.

As the measure of self-perception, partici-
pants viewed themselves in a full-length door
mirror (12 in. wide � 48 in. high). While ref-
erencing their reflections, participants used a
body visualizer program on a portable tablet to
adjust an avatar until it most closely resembled
how they believed they looked in the mirror (see
Figure 3 for examples from each condition).
Participants could adjust the avatars’ weight,
chest, waist, hips, inseam, and muscle mass.

Participants then reported their state subjec-
tive body image via the same self-report mea-
sure described in Study 1 (� � .85). Next, they
reported goal progress via a six-item goal-
progress scale (� � .81) with statements such as
“I am happy with my body size,” which was

rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Researchers measured participants’ actual
waist and hip size. Finally, participants reported
their gender and age. Participants completed a
funneled debriefing questionnaire before being
thanked and informed about the true purpose of
the study. In the funneled debriefing, no partic-
ipant identified the study’s hypothesis.

To assess participants’ visual self-percep-
tions, we recruited a separate sample of Ama-
zon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) workers (N �
466; Mage � 36.37; 56.2% female) to evaluate
the avatars created by participants. Each coder
evaluated 14 different avatars. Half of the ava-
tars assigned to each coder were randomly se-
lected from the exercise condition, and half
were randomly selected from the control condi-
tion. The coders did not see actual images of the
participants and did not learn any information
about the conditions under which the avatars
were created. MTurk workers viewed each av-
atar and rated it across four attributes (e.g., in
shape, healthy) on a 101-point scale from 0 (not
at all) to 100 (extremely). The attributes were
highly correlated (� � .90), so we averaged
these attributes to create one measure of fitness.

Results

Baseline scores. We compared WHRs be-
tween groups. There was no significant differ-
ence in WHR between conditions, t(205) �
�.25, p � .807.

Figure 3. Example avatars created by participants in the exercise condition and in the
control condition. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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Self-perception. To test our hypothesis
that exercising would lead participants to per-
ceive themselves as more fit, we conducted a
linear mixed model with condition as a fixed
effect and coder as a random effect to account
for the nested nature of the evaluations. Coders
evaluated the avatars created in the exercise
condition as having more fit body shapes (M �
54.51, SE � .53) than did the avatars created in
the control condition (M � 51.02, SE � 1.53;
b � �3.49, SE � .49), t(5871.08) � �7.12,
p � .001, d � .32, 95% CI [.24 to .43].

Self-evaluations. We next examined
whether participants differed in their self-
reported body evaluations between conditions.
There was no significant difference in partici-
pants’ self-reported evaluations between condi-
tions, t(205) � �1.12, p � .264. The groups
also did not vary on other positive non-body-
related characteristics (ps � .28).

Self-perception and regulatory outcomes.
To test whether self-perception influenced reg-
ulatory outcomes, we first conducted partial
correlations to test the relationship between
self-perceptions and estimates of goal progress,
controlling for condition. There was a signifi-
cant positive correlation between self-percep-
tions and estimates of goal progress, r(204) �
.31, p � .001, indicating the more fit partici-
pants perceived themselves to be, the closer
they believed they were to their ideal body size.

We next used PROCESS to test whether
goal-consistent behaviors shift self-perceptions,
which, in turn, affect estimations of goal prog-
ress (see Figure 4). We tested the significance of
the indirect effect using bootstrapping proce-
dures in which the unstandardized indirect ef-

fect was computed for each of 10,000 boot-
strapped samples. The indirect effect was
significant (95% CI [.0004, .0787]). Compared
to participants in the control condition, partici-
pants in the exercise condition perceived them-
selves as more fit, which was associated with
estimates of being closer to their ideal body
size.

Discussion

Across three studies, results suggest that be-
having in goal-consistent or -inconsistent ways
influences self-perceptions. People who be-
haved in line with a health goal perceived them-
selves as having a healthier body compared to
those who did not (Studies 1 and 3). Addition-
ally, individuals who behaved in a health goal-
�inconsistent way perceived themselves as less
healthy compared to those who did not (Study
2). Further, Studies 2 and 3 suggested self-
perceptions predict self-regulatory outcomes.
Participants’ self-perceptions were associated
with their estimations of progress toward their
health goal. Goal-relevant behaviors predicted
self-perceptions both in the field (Studies 1 and
2) and in a controlled lab setting (Study 3).
Further, differences in self-perceptions between
conditions emerged even when self-reported
evaluations did not (Studies 2 and 3), signifying
the unique role of visual self-perception in goal
pursuit. To provide further support for the ro-
bustness of the effects, a meta-analysis across
self-perception main effects suggests self-
perceptions significantly differed between con-
ditions across studies. Further, a p-curve analy-
sis indicates the data show evidential value (see
the online supplemental materials for analyses).

Goal-Congruent Self-Perceptions and
Generalizability

More research is needed to further hone in on
the specificity of goal-directed self-perceptions.
In general, we predict goal-consistent behavior
will elicit self-perceptions aligned with that par-
ticular goal. For example, in the present studies
we found that women who had just exercised
perceived themselves as slimmer. Whereas
many women have a goal to lose weight
(Brown, 2013), many men exercise with the
intention of enhancing their physical bulk (Mc-
Creary et al., 2007). As such, men (or women)

Figure 4. Unstandardized regression coefficients (and
standard errors) from the mediation model in which goal-
consistent behavior (coded as 1) predicted estimations of
goal progress. Values in brackets represent the direct asso-
ciations; values without brackets represent associations
when all variables are included in the model. � p � .05.
�� p � .001.
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with goals to gain muscle may actually perceive
themselves as larger after exercise. Future re-
search could more systematically link underly-
ing goals to specific self-perceptions to provide
additional evidence that self-perceptions are
goal-congruent.

Indeed, we also predict self-perceptions of
the body as healthier and leaner will not result
from any behavior that positively influences
self-esteem (e.g., acing a test) but rather believe
they specifically reflect having acted in a health
goal�consistent way. Indeed, in the present
work, we found no evidence for a relationship
between general self-esteem and participants’
self-perceptions (see the online supplemental
materials for exploratory analyses). Moreover,
we predict goals will influence goal-relevant
perceptual dimensions but not irrelevant ones.
In Study 1, we found that acting in a health
goal�consistent way influenced participants’
feelings about their body size but not about
other positive characteristics unrelated to body
size (e.g., intelligence, friendliness). However,
more work could be done to specifically test the
relationship between the goal-(in)congruent be-
havior and the perceptual dimension being eval-
uated. For instance, in future work participants
could engage in a health goal�consistent be-
havior and evaluate dimensions of the body not
expected to be influenced by exercise (e.g.,
hands, feet, or head size). Indeed, other work in
the motivated perception literature has found
evidence of this type of goal congruency. Hun-
gry participants entering a restaurant perceived
a slice of pizza that could satisfy their hunger as
physically closer than was an empty stack of
plastic cups that could not, but sated partici-
pants leaving a restaurant perceived the pizza
and the cups as equally far away (Balcetis,
2006). Our theory predicts that for a visual bias
to be one that serves self-regulation, it should be
discerning; that is, it should occur only when
necessary and appropriate to aid goal pursuit.

Moreover, we have no a priori reason to
suspect the effects found in the present work are
specific to health goals or body image. Rather,
many different types of goals may elicit goal-
relevant perceptual biases. For example, indi-
viduals with a motivation to respond without
prejudice may perceive their own faces as
friendlier while engaging in an interaction with
a member of a minority group, or people who
have successfully completed an academic task

may perceive their faces as more competent.
Future work should explore the relationship be-
tween specific goals and different types of self-
perceptions across goal domains.

Self-Evaluations Versus Self-Perceptions

We found participants’ self-evaluations and
their visual self-perceptions moderately corre-
lated across studies (rs � .29�.53), but though
their self-perceptions differed between condi-
tions, their self-evaluations did not reliably dif-
fer (see the online supplemental materials for a
meta-analysis across studies). Although this
was an unexpected finding, it is consistent with
results of some past work that suggested eval-
uations and perceptions do not always predict
the same outcomes (e.g., Mallinas, Crawford, &
Cole, 2018). There could be several reasons for
the discrepancy in the current studies. For ex-
ample, self-evaluations may be more influenced
by explicit impression management concerns or
psychological reactivity, whereas self-percep-
tions may function as a more implicit measure.
Participants may be able to actively adjust their
self-reports of body size to meet their own be-
liefs or preferences but may not be as easily able
to adjust their visual perceptions. Moreover, the
two types of evaluations differed in their level
of specificity. Self-evaluations asked for more
global assessments of body size paired with
evaluative labels (e.g., thin, chubby), whereas
the perceptual measures required participants to
focus on one specific area of their body at a
time. Future work should continue to test under
what conditions similarities and differences be-
tween evaluations and perceptions emerge.

Self-Perceptions and Self-Regulatory
Outcomes

The present work suggests goal-related self-
perceptions influence estimations of goal prog-
ress. Yet it is unclear how estimates of progress
may subsequently affect goal-directed behavior.
Some work has suggested people expend more
effort toward their goal as they make progress
toward it (Epstein & Fenz, 1962; Miller, 1959;
Kivetz, Urminsky, & Zheng, 2006). In this case,
goal-consistent self-perceptions may lead indi-
viduals to feel they are closer to obtaining their
goal and thus elicit more effort toward goal-
consistent behaviors. Alternatively, other work
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has suggested the link between goal progress
and effort may depend on how close individuals
are to meeting a goal; although attention to
progress is motivating for individuals early in
goal pursuit, attention to goal progress lessens
goal adherence for individuals who are close to
obtaining a goal (Koo & Fishbach, 2012). In
this case, for individuals close to achieving their
goals, goal-consistent self-perceptions and sub-
sequent estimations of progress may be demo-
tivating for future goal-consistent action. Future
work should test the relationship between self-
perceptions, progress, and behavior as well as
consider the role of current progress toward
achieving a goal.

People often engage in goal-consistent be-
haviors (e.g., exercise) to receive delayed long-
term rewards (e.g., improved health, weight
loss; Wilkowski & Ferguson, 2016). Biased
self-perceptions may be functional for goal pur-
suit by providing individuals with an immediate
reward for behaving in a goal-consistent way,
which may motivate continued engagement. In-
deed, immediate rewards predict persistence of
goal-consistent behaviors (Woolley & Fish-
bach, 2017). Goal-consistent self-perceptions
may be functional for goal pursuit by providing
an immediate reward for a long-term goal.

Concluding Remarks

Across three studies, individuals’ self-
perceptions varied as a function of their goal-
consistent or -inconsistent behaviors. Further,
self-perceptions contributed to estimations of
goal progress. Taken together, this work sug-
gests that what people see when they look in the
mirror after engaging in exercise or indulging
may play an important role in the maintenance
of long-term goals.
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