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ABSTRACT

The present research examined the relation between trait mindfulness, self-concordance, and goal pro-
gress. We hypothesized that mindfulness would be positively associated with setting self-concordant
goals (Studies 1-3), which would in turn predict greater goal progress (Studies 2 and 3). An internal mini
meta-analysis (N = 1522) indicates that mindfulness had a small, positive association with self-
concordant goal setting, r = 0.14, p <.001. Two longitudinal studies (Studies 2 and 3) found a small indi-
rect effect of mindfulness on goal progress through self-concordance, although this was marginal in Study
2. In addition, Studies 2 and 3 found that mindfulness predicted increases in goal self-concordance over
time. These findings provide support for the proposition that mindful people set “better” goals.
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1. Introduction

One of life’s universal quests involves discovering what is really
important to us and what we truly care about. Indeed, uncovering
one’s “purpose” in life is a perennial theme in film and literature
and a common intervention in the self-help genre. In recent dec-
ades, research on personal goal pursuit has begun to address this
essential topic. The self-concordance model (Sheldon & Elliot,
1999) focuses on the importance of pursuing goals that truly reflect
an individual’s authentic self. The purpose of the present research
was to investigate whether trait mindfulness is positively associ-
ated with self-concordant goal setting, and in turn greater goal
progress.

Self-concordance has been conceptualized as the extent to
which individuals’ goals reflect their personal values and interests
as opposed to internal or external pressures (Sheldon & Elliot,
1999). Self-concordance also involves the match between individ-
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uals’ implicit personalities and their explicit goals (i.e., the congru-
ence between implicit and explicit motives; Sheldon, Prentice,
Halusic, & Schiiler, 2015). Drawing from self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000), goal self-concordance has been operational-
ized as the extent to which goals are pursued for autonomous rel-
ative to controlled reasons (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Autonomous
reasons for pursuing a goal include doing so because it is interest-
ing or enjoyable (intrinsic), because the goal is inherently impor-
tant to the individual (identified), and because the goal
represents one’s values (integrated). On the other hand, controlled
reasons include pursuing a goal to avoid feelings of shame or guilt
(introjection) and because one will get a concrete reward, such as
money (external).

When people pursue goals that are aligned with their underly-
ing values, talents, interests, and needs (i.e., self-concordant goals),
they are more likely to attain their goals (Koestner, Lekes, Powers,
& Chicoine, 2002; Koestner, Otis, Powers, Pelletier, & Gagnon,
2008; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Moreover, pursuing and attaining
self-concordant goals affords experiences of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness, which are essential to well-being
(Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Conversely, pursuing
non-concordant goals can lead people to waste time and energy
on goals that, even if attained, will not benefit their well-being or
development (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; cf. Werner & Milyavskaya,
2018). In fact, pursuing non-concordant goals can result in action
crises and symptoms of depression (Holding, Hope, Harvey,
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Marion Jetten, & Koestner, 2017). Thus, self-concordant goal set-
ting is an important self-perceptual skill with significant conse-
quences for mental health, well-being, and maturation (Sheldon,
2014).

Accumulating evidence supports the benefits of pursuing and
attaining self-concordant goals (see Sheldon, 2014); however, less
research has investigated intraindividual factors that may promote
self-concordant goal selection (Donald et al., 2019). Sheldon (2014)
posited that self-concordance is enhanced by intrapersonal vari-
ables that increase accurate self-insight. Consistent with this idea,
Burton (2008) demonstrated that participants instructed to “follow
their heart” and “listen to their gut” (i.e., attend to their internal
compass and use faith in intuition) while setting goals, set goals
that were more self-concordant compared to participants
instructed to “be very rational.” These findings may reflect the
importance of paying attention to holistic information including
subtle, somatic cues that provide important insights for identifying
self-appropriate goals. Similarly, mindfulness has been theorized
to enhance self-concordant goal selection (Sheldon, 2014).

Mindfulness involves paying attention to the present moment,
on purpose, in an open and nonjudgmental manner (Brown &
Ryan, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Thus, mindfulness promotes
awareness of both our internal and external worlds. Awareness
of our internal world, or self-awareness, consists of our physical
sensations as well as our psychological experience, such as our
thoughts, feelings, emotions, and desires. The enhanced self-
awareness that is associated with greater dispositional mindful-
ness (Brown & Ryan, 2003) may be particularly relevant to the
selection of self-concordant goals because people must attend to
their inner experience in order to select and pursue reflectively
considered goals (Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; Sheldon &
Kasser, 2001).

Given that mindful individuals are more attentive to their
thoughts and emotions, they may have greater insight into their
core values and interests (Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman,
2006), which should facilitate the selection of self-concordant
goals (Sheldon, 2014). Conversely, automatic processing, that is,
acting without attention or awareness, often limits consideration
of behaviours or goals that are in line with our needs, values, and
interests (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Ryan, Kuhl, & Deci, 1997). More-
over, in attending to internal, somatic cues, mindful individuals
may be better able to recognize when they are engaged in goals
and tasks that are self-concordant, and when they are not. For
example, in an experience sampling study, Brown and Ryan
(2003) reported that trait mindfulness positively predicted auton-
omously motivated action in every day life (i.e., engaging in activ-
ities because they are interesting, meaningful and/or in line with
one’s values). They also found that when participants reported
experiencing state mindfulness, they were more likely to be acting
autonomously.

A growing body of research generated in the context of self-
determination theory supports a link between mindfulness and
more adaptive motivational qualities (Donald et al., 2019). For
example, a recent meta-analysis that included both correlational
(n = 83) and intervention (n = 21) studies, reports that mindfulness
is positively associated with autonomous forms of motivation and
negatively associated with controlled forms of motivation and
amotivation (Donald et al., 2019). These associations span a variety
of domains including individuals’ motivational orientation towards
everyday activities, specific health behaviours, and various work
and laboratory tasks. Moreover, intervention studies provide
insight into the direction of the relationship between mindfulness
and autonomous motivation, in particular, and suggest that mind-
fulness promotes a more autonomous orientation (Donald et al.,
2019). Nonetheless, limited research has investigated mindfulness
in the context of personal goal pursuit. The majority of the research

Journal of Research in Personality 88 (2020) 104015

on mindfulness and motivation has focused on individuals’ motiva-
tion towards goals assigned by the researchers (Ryan & Deci, 2017)
and thus provides little insight into the goals that mindful individ-
uals are likely to set and pursue on their own. Given that mindful-
ness is associated with enhanced awareness and more adaptive
motivational qualities, mindful individuals may be better able to
recognize and select goals that are congruent with their authentic
selves.

Previous research appears to provide preliminary evidence for
this notion (Grégoire, Bouffard, & Vezeau, 2012). Grégoire et al.
(2012) found that individuals who reported higher trait
mindfulness were more likely to be pursuing goals that were
“self-determined”,' which in turn predicted greater psychological
and subjective well-being. While these findings are encouraging,
the authors acknowledged some important limitations to their
research. First, their investigation relied on a small, homogenous
sample (114 French-speaking undergraduate university students;
90% female); thus, the findings may not generalize to other popula-
tions. Second, the researchers used a cross-sectional design to exam-
ine the mediating role of self-determined goals in the relationship
between mindfulness and well-being; therefore, these relationships
were not investigated over time.

Another important limitation is that the researchers had partic-
ipants report on goals that they were already engaged in, rather
than newly set goals. It is possible that participants’ ratings of goal
self-determination changed over the course of their goal pursuit
(i.e., from the time they first set their goals until the time they
reported on them in the study; Holding, Hope, Verner-Fillion, &
Koestner, 2019; Moore et al., 2018). Accordingly, it is also possible
that the relationships between their variables of interest - namely
trait mindfulness and goal self-determination, could change over
time. It is worth noting that this limitation applies to the literature
on mindfulness and motivation more generally, which has fre-
quently focused on individuals’ motivation towards goals and
behaviours that they were already engaged in or that they typically
engage in (e.g., Christie, Atkins, & Donald et al.,, 2017; Warren &
Wray-Lake, 2017).

The idea that ratings of goal self-concordance (or goal self-
determination) could change over the course of an individual’s goal
pursuit is reflected in the concepts of internalization and integra-
tion described in self-determination theory. According to self-
determination theory, people engage in behaviours for a variety
of different reasons, many of which are extrinsic in nature (Ryan
& Deci, 2017). Internalization can be understood as “the process
of taking in values, beliefs, or behavioural regulations from exter-
nal sources and transforming them into one’s own” (Ryan & Deci,
2017, p. 180). For example, a student who enters university in a
science program at the insistence of her parents may over time
come to enjoy and see the value of pursuing this course of study.
The concepts of internalization and self-concordance are similar,
both conceptually and operationally, in that they both reflect mea-
sures of relative autonomy. However, the process of internalization
is inherently longitudinal and therefore differs from goal self-
concordance, which can be measured at one point in time (e.g.,
when individuals set their goals). Internalization is especially likely
to occur when individuals are situated in need-supporting environ-
ments (Ryan & Deci, 2017) or when individuals become more cog-
nizant of the value of their goals. Given that mindfulness is thought

! The “self-determination” construct used in Grégoire et al. (2012) is similar to self-
concordance in that they are both measures of relative autonomy; however, the self-
determination score was calculated by doubling the intrinsic and external scores (the
extreme ends of the continuum) and then subtracting the external and introjected
scores from the intrinsic and identified scores, for each goal. On the other hand, goal
self-concordance is typically calculated by subtracting the average of the controlled
items from the average of the autonomous items, for each goal.
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to facilitate the process of integrating external regulations that are
in line with one’s values (Ryan & Deci, 2017), it is possible that
mindfulness facilitates the internalization of individuals’ own per-
sonal goals over time. This proposition has yet to be empirically
tested.

Despite the wide-ranging benefits associated with mindfulness,
to date, no research has investigated the relationship between trait
mindfulness and personal goal progress. Since mindfulness is the-
orized to predict goal self-concordance, it is also possible that
mindfulness indirectly promotes goal progress. Previous research
has shown that pursuing self-concordant goals can facilitate goal
progress through increased effort (Koestner et al., 2002, 2008;
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), subjective ease (Werner, Milyavskaya,
Foxen-Craft, & Koestner, 2016), fewer obstacles, and decreased
attraction to goal-disruptive temptations (Milyavskaya, Inzlicht,
Hope, & Koestner, 2015). If mindful individuals are more likely to
set self-concordant goals, they may in turn be more likely to make
progress on, and attain, their goals.

Mindfulness is also associated with a number of positive out-
comes that may facilitate goal pursuit, such as enhanced self-
regulation (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Friese & Hofmann, 2016),
improved focus (Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018), and more adaptive
coping strategies for managing stress (Weinstein, Brown, & Ryan,
2009). Some research, however, suggests that mindfulness may
not be particularly helpful in the context of goal pursuit, and
may in fact undermine individuals’ amount of motivation towards
goals (Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018). Nonetheless, this finding con-
trasts with substantial evidence linking mindfulness to more adap-
tive motivational qualities (Donald et al, 2019). It is thus
important to investigate the relation between mindfulness, moti-
vation, and personal goal progress.

1.1. Present research

Given that mindfulness is an intrapersonal variable that is asso-
ciated with accurate self-insight and enhanced self-regulation, the
purpose of the present research was to examine whether mindful-
ness can facilitate self-concordant goal setting and goal pursuit.
Although mindfulness can be characterized as both a trait and a
state, the present research focused on trait mindfulness since the
cultivation of self-awareness required to select self-concordant
goals is likely a long-term process that involves continued prac-
tice.” We hypothesized that greater dispositional mindfulness would
be positively associated with self-concordant goal setting (H1; Stud-
ies 1-3), and that mindfulness would have an indirect effect on goal
progress through self-concordant goal setting (H2; Studies 2 and 3);
although no hypothesis was made with regards to the correlation
between mindfulness and goal progress, it is worth noting that a
total effect is not necessary to establish mediation (Zhao, Lynch, &
Chen, 2010). Additional exploratory analyses were conducted to
investigate whether mindfulness predicted increases in goal self-
concordance over time (Studies 2 and 3).

1.2. Statement of transparency

The data used in the present studies were all initially collected
as part of larger studies on goal pursuit (i.e., this entire manuscript
is comprised of secondary data analysis). Although we did not for-
mally pre-register any of these studies prior to data collection,
Study 3 served as a replication of Study 2 and so we posted a
time-stamped version of our research questions, hypotheses, and
analytical plan. Study materials, planned analyses, and output are

2 We also conducted an experimental study where we attempted to manipulate
state mindfulness. However, this study had some serious flaws, so that no conclusions
could be drawn. We present the details of that study in an online supplement on OSF.
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available on the Open Science Framework (OSF).> Project link:
https://osf.io/p97jh/

2. Study 1

As a first step, Study 1 used a cross-sectional design to examine
whether trait mindfulness was positively associated with setting
self-concordant goals.

2.1. Method

Data from a previously collected study was used to test our first
hypothesis. Participants in Study 1 were 799 undergraduate stu-
dents (69% women; 58% Caucasian; Mg = 20.54 years, SD = 4.97),
all of whom took part in a larger study on goal pursuit.” Participants
(n=25)were excluded if they did not complete the items for our vari-
ables of interest. Participants set three personal goals that they were
going to pursue over the next week, rated their motivation for each
goal, and completed a measure of trait mindfulness.

2.1.1. Materials
2.1.1.1. Goal setting task. The instructions for setting the personal
goals were as follows:

“Personal goals are projects and concerns that people think about,
plan for, carry out, and sometimes (though not always) complete or
succeed at. They may be more or less difficult to implement; require
only a few or a complex series of steps; represent different areas of
a person’s life; and be more or less time consuming, attractive, and
urgent. Please list three personal goals that you plan to pursue over
the upcoming week.”

These instructions have been used in previous research on goal
pursuit (Koestner et al., 2002; Werner et al., 2016). Some examples

of goals that participants set include: “study for midterm”, “work-
out”, and “catch up on my readings”.

2.1.1.2. Goal Self-Concordance. Participants rated five items that
related to their autonomous and controlled reasons for pursuing
each goal. Controlled reasons included “because somebody else
wants you to, or because you'll get something from someone if
you do” (external) and “because you would feel ashamed if you
didn’t - you feel that you should try to accomplish this goal” (intro-
jected). Autonomous reasons included “because you really believe
it is an important goal to have” (identified), “because of the fun and
enjoyment which the goal will provide you - the primary reason is
simply your interest in the experience itself” (intrinsic), and “be-
cause it represents who you are and reflects what you value most
in life” (integrated). Items were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (not
at all for this reason) to 7 (completely for this reason). Consistent
with previous research (e.g., Sheldon & Elliott, 1999; Werner
et al., 2016), a measure of goal self-concordance was calculated

3 Data from the present research has not been posted publicly because it consists of
large longitudinal datasets that were collected before we obtained participants’
permission to publicly post anonymized data as part of our consent procedures.

4 Study 1 was conducted with two separate samples that were part of the same
research project (Werner, 2019). One sample (Study 1a) was examined in the lab
whereas the other sample (Study 1b) was examined online. Initially these samples
were analysed separately. Study 1a showed a significant relationship whereas Study
1b did not. We decided to combine these samples for the sake of readability. The
output and write-up for Studies 1a and 1b presented separately can be found on OSF.
Other research with this data has examined the ability to forecast need satisfaction in
goal pursuit (Werner & Milyavskaya, 2018), the distinct effects of personal standards
and self-critical perfectionism on attributions of success and failure in goal pursuit
(Levine, Werner, Capaldi, & Milyavskaya, 2017), as well as trait self-control as a
predictor of implementation intentions (Werner, Sjastad, Milyavskaya, & Hofmann,
under review). There is no overlap between the content and the hypotheses of the
present study and the other studies that have used this sample.
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by subtracting the average of the controlled items from the average
of the autonomous items for each goal, such that the score for self-
concordance ranged from —6 to 6. Consistent with previous
research (Grégoire et al., 2012), an overall score of goal self-
concordance was calculated by taking the average of the self-
concordant scores across all three goals.

2.1.1.3. Trait mindfulness. Participants completed the Mindful
Attention and Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003;
o = 0.86) as a measure of trait mindfulness. The MAAS has been
used extensively in previous research (Brown et al., 2007). Partici-
pants responded to fifteen items using a scale ranging from 1 (al-
most always) to 7 (almost never). Sample items include: “It seems
I am “running on automatic” without much awareness of what
I'm doing” and “I find myself doing things without paying atten-
tion.” Scores from each item were averaged to form the scale total;
higher scores indicated higher trait mindfulness.

2.2. Results and brief discussion

Descriptive statistics and correlations for Study 1 are presented
in Table 1. A simple linear regression analysis was conducted to
test our hypothesis. As predicted, trait mindfulness was positively
associated with self-concordant goal setting, f=0.11, b = 0.23, 95%
CI [0.087; 0.372], {(773) = 3.16, p = .002, R? = 0.013. This finding
provided initial (albeit weak) support for our hypothesis that
mindful individuals set goals that are more self-concordant. In an
attempt to provide further support for our first hypothesis, Study
2 replicated and extended these findings.

3. Study 2

Study 2 investigated the relation between mindfulness, goal
self-concordance, and goal progress using a longitudinal design.
Given that mindfulness is theorized to predict self-concordant goal
setting, it is also possible that mindfulness indirectly promotes
goal progress since self-concordant goals are more likely to be
attained (Koestner et al.,, 2002, 2008; Milyavskaya et al., 2015;
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Werner et al., 2016). Moreover, mindful-
ness is associated with many benefits that may facilitate goal pur-
suit and is often used as a tool for boosting individual and
organizational productivity in the business sector (Hafenbrack,
2017; Hyland, Lee, & Mills, 2015). Despite this trend, the relation-
ship between mindfulness and personal goal progress has yet to be
investigated empirically. Study 2 aimed to address this gap in the
literature and test our first two hypotheses: that greater disposi-
tional mindfulness would positively predict self-concordant goal
setting (H1), and that mindfulness would indirectly predict goal
progress through self-concordant goal setting (H2). Additionally,
we examined whether mindfulness affects internalization by test-
ing its effects on changes in self-concordance over time.

3.1. Method

Data from a previously collected study was used to test these
hypotheses. Participants in Study 2 were 240 university students
who took part in a larger study on goal pursuit.” Twenty-two par-

5 Other research with this data has examined the role of domain need satisfaction
in autonomous goals (Milyavskaya, Nadolny, & Koestner, 2014), goal support
(Koestner, Powers, Milyavskaya, Carbonneau, & Hope, 2015), trait perfectionism and
changes in affect (Milyavskaya et al., 2015), changes in identity and intimacy
development as a function of changes in values (Hope, Milyavskaya, Holding, &
Koestner, 2014), the aspirational content of goals on goal progress and vitality (Hope
et al., 2014), and the effects of perfectionism on attributions of success and failure.
There is no overlap between the content and the hypotheses of the present study and
the other studies that have used this sample.
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ticipants were removed from analyses for not completing items at
the follow-up time points (final n = 218; 77.5% women; Mg = 20.
43 years, SD = 3.42). Trait mindfulness was measured at one time
point only at the start of the Fall semester; participants completed
the MAAS (Brown & Ryan, 2003; o = 0.87). At the beginning of the
next semester (in early January), participants set three personal
goals that they were going to pursue over the semester and rated
their motivation for each goal using the same items from Study 1,
which were used to calculate an average score for goal self-
concordance. At the end of the semester (in April), participants com-
pleted a follow-up survey asking them to indicate how much pro-
gress they made on each of their goals on a scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Items included “I have made
a lot of progress towards this goal,” “I feel like I am on track with my
goal plan,” and “I feel close to achieving this goal” (Koestner et al.,
2002; Werner et al., 2016). An aggregate score of goal progress
was calculated by taking the average score for goal progress across
all three goals. Goal self-concordance was measured again at this
final time point as well.

3.2. Results and brief discussion

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 1.
Results suggest that trait mindfulness was positively related to
self-concordant goal setting, § = 0.19, b = 0.37 95% CI [0.11;
0.63],(217)=2.82, p =.005, R? = 0.035. To test our second hypoth-
esis, we conducted a simple mediation analysis using PROCESS
(Hayes, 2013).° As presented in Fig. 1, trait mindfulness was posi-
tively associated with goal self-concordance (a = 0.43, p < .01, 95%
CI [0.156, 0.703]), which in turn marginally predicted goal progress
(b =0.09, p =.06, 95% CI [-0.004, 0.188]). The biased-corrected boot-
strap confidence interval (based on 10,000 samples) for the indirect
effect was marginally significant (albeit very small; ab = 0.04, 95% CI:
[-0.002, 0.096]). Neither the total (c = 0.11, p = .230, 95% CI [-0.073,
0.301]) nor the direct effect (¢’ = 0.07, p = .440, 95% CI [-0.116, 0.265])
of trait mindfulness on goal progress was significant.

Given that the dataset used for Study 2 included a measure of
goal self-concordance at the end of the semester (when goal pro-
gress was measured), additional exploratory analyses were con-
ducted to investigate whether trait mindfulness predicted
increases in goal self-concordance over time. First a difference
score was calculated by subtracting “Time 2" goal self-
concordance (measured at the end of the semester) from “Time
1” goal-self-concordance (measured at the beginning of the seme-
ster). Although difference scores have gained a negative reputation
in the field, recent research suggests that this reputation is unwar-
ranted (Gollwitzer, Christ, & Lemmer, 2014) and that difference
scores are a viable, and sometimes preferential, option for examin-
ing changes over time (Castro & Grimm, 2018). The goal self-
concordance difference score was hierarchically regressed on Time
1 goal self-concordance (Step 1), and trait mindfulness (Step 2).

6 Although here we report the aggregated results for the mediation model, because
participants provided multiple goals (and therefore goals are nested within-person),
we also ran a 2-1-1 mediation model that found a non-significant indirect effect on
the between (no within-person mediation can be estimated in such a model; see OSF
for full results). However, upon considering the structure of the data further,
specifically that trait mindfulness is a between-person variable and should therefore
affect goals in general (rather than within-person variances in goal pursuit), we report
the aggregated findings above and use this same analytic strategy in the subsequent
study. In other research (Werner et al., under review), two of the authors use
multilevel mediation to examine indirect paths between a trait (trait self-control) and
goal attainment (via implementation intentions and obstacles); however, in that
study there were two within-person mediators, such that a within-person indirect
effect could be computed (in addition to the between-person indirect effect). Since
this was not the case for the present study (i.e., only a between-person mediational
pathway could have been computed), here we decided to ultimately proceed with
aggregating the goal variables.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations.
Variable Scale M SD Mindfulness T1 GSC Goal Progress T2 GSC GSC Change
Study 1
Mindfulness 1-7 3.62 0.87 - - - - -
Goal Self-Concordance —6-6 1.08 1.78 0.11** - - - -
Study 2
Mindfulness 1-6 3.88 0.81 - - - - -
T1 Goal Self-Concordance —6-6 1.56 1.65 0.19** - - - -
Goal Progress 1-7 4.27 1.11 0.09 0.15* - - -
T2 Goal Self-Concordance -6-6 1.19 1.56 0.26™** 0.74*** 0.28"** - -
Goal Self-Concordance Change Score -12-12 -0.32 1.17 0.05 -0.43** 0.16* 0.29*** -
Study 3
Mindfulness 1-6 3.65 0.81 - - - - -
T1 Goal Self-Concordance —6-6 2.21 1.45 0.16** - - - -
Goal Progress 1-7 4.72 1.26 0.07 0.17** - - -
T2 Goal Self-Concordance -6-6 1.89 1.76 0.25%** 0.53*** 0.17*** - -
Goal Self-Concordance Change Score -12-12 -0.33 1.56 0.16™* -0.28*** 0.05 0.67*** -

Note. Mindfulness: higher scores reflect greater trait mindfulness; GSC = Goal self-concordance; higher scores reflect greater goal self-concordance; Goal progress: higher
scores reflect greater goal progress; Goal self-concordance change score: higher scores reflect becoming more self-concordant.

*p<.05 ** p<.01, ** p <.001

Goal Self-
Concordance
A43* [.156; 703)/ .22* .09 [-.004; .188]/ .14
Trait Goal
Mindfulness v Progress
.07 [-.116; .265]/ .06
(.11) [-.073; .301]/ .09

Fig. 1. Mediation model depicting the relation between trait mindfulness and goal
progress as mediated by goal self-concordance. Unstandardized coefficients are
shown first, followed by standardized coefficients; the total effect is presented in
the parentheses. * p < .05.

Table 2 presents the full results of this analysis. After controlling
for Time 1 goal self-concordance, mindfulness positively predicted
changes in goal self-concordance over time (B = 0.15, p = .026),
explaining 2.1% of the variance. We also investigated changes in
goal self-concordance over time using the residualized change
approach and the standardized residual approach and found
similar results (see output on OSF).

Study 2 provided additional support for our first hypothesis
that mindful individuals tend to set goals that are more
self-concordant. However, results for our second hypothesis that
mindfulness would indirectly predict goal progress through goal
self-concordance were inconclusive. Given that the b path in our
mediation model was only marginally significant, and the
confidence interval for the indirect effect just barely included zero,
we sought to test the mediation hypothesis again in another data
set.

Exploratory analyses also revealed that trait mindfulness
predicted becoming more self-concordant over time. That is,
participants rated their personal goals as increasingly more self-
concordant over the course of the semester. Although this finding
was exploratory, it reflects the processes of internalization
described in self-determination theory (i.e., the process of internal-
izing goals, values, or behaviours often derived from external
sources so that they are experienced as more volitional; Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Self-determination theory posits that mindful aware-
ness facilitates this process (Ryan & Deci, 2017), but this has yet
to be empirically tested. While Study 2 provided initial empirical
support for this proposition, we sought to replicate this finding
in another dataset as well.

4. Study 3

Study 3 served as a replication of Study 2. It again tested the
relationship between mindfulness and self-concordant goal set-
ting, as well as the indirect effect of mindfulness on goal progress,
via goal self-concordance.” Study 3 also investigated whether mind-
fulness predicted increases in goal self-concordance over time.

4.1. Method

Data from a previously collected study was used to test our
hypotheses. Participants in Study 3 were 508 university students
(82% women; M,ge = 21.16 years, SD = 3.99) who took part in a lar-
ger study on goal pursuit.® At the start of the fall semester, partici-
pants set three personal goals, rated their motivation for each goal
(using the same items from our previous studies). Trait mindfulness
was also measured at this time point only; participants completed
an 8-item version of the MAAS (Brown & Ryan, 2003; o = 0.77). At
the end of the academic year, participants reported on their progress
for each goal (using the same items as Study 2) as well as their goal
self-concordance once again.

4.2. Results and brief discussion

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 1.
As predicted, trait mindfulness was positively associated with self-
concordant goal setting, g = 0.16, b = 0.29, 95% CI [0.13; 0.44], t
(507) = 3.65, p < .001, R? = 0.026. To test our second hypothesis,
we conducted a simple mediation analyses using PROCESS
(Hayes, 2013). As presented in Fig. 2, trait mindfulness was posi-
tively associated with goal self-concordance (a = 0.24, p < .01,
95% CI [0.071, 0.399]), which in turn predicted goal progress
(b = 0.15, p < .005, 95% CI [0.058, 0.234]). The biased-corrected
bootstrap confidence interval (based on 10,000 samples) for the

7 We also investigated subjective well-being as an outcome variable (see supple-
mental materials for analyses and write-up) but did not include it in the main text
since it was also investigated in Grégoire et al. (2012), albeit using a cross-sectional
design.

8 Other research with this data has examined young adults’ sacrifice of basic
psychological needs in pursuit of career goals (Holding, St-Jacques, Verner-Filion,
Kachanoff, & Koestner, 2019), the benefits of matching personality traits with goal
type for goal progress (Moore, Holding, Verner-Filion, Harvey, & Koestner, 2019), as
well as the relationship between intrinsic goals and well-being via psychological need
satisfaction and autonomous motivation (Hope, Holding, Verner-Filion, Sheldon, &
Koestner, 2019). There is no overlap between the content and the hypotheses of the
present study and the other studies that have used this sample.
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Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Analyses of Mindfulness on Changes in Goal Self-Concordance.
F R? AR? b 95% C.I. B t p
Study 2
Step 1 F(1,196) = 44.94 0.19 0.19 < 0.001
T1 GSC -0.30 [-0.39; -0.22] -0.43 —6.70 < 0.001
Step 2 F(2,195) = 25.46 0.21 0.02 < 0.001
T1 GSC -0.33 [-0.42; -0.24] -0.46 -7.10 < 0.001
Mindfulness 0.21 [0.03; 0.39] 0.15 2.25 0.026
Study 3
Step 1 F(1,416) = 36.03 0.08 0.08 < 0.001
T1 GSC -0.32 [-0.43; -0.22] -0.28 —6.00 < 0.001
Step 2 F(2,415) = 28.31 0.12 0.04 < 0.001
T1 GSC -0.35 [-0.46; -0.25] -0.31 —6.67 < 0.001
Mindfulness 0.40 [0.22; 0.57] 0.20 4.36 < 0.001

Note: GSC = Goal self-concordance

Goal Self-

24%% [.071; 3097/ .14%* Concordance
15%* [L058; .234)/ .16%*

Trait
Mindfulness

Goal
Progress

.08 [-.075; .228)/ .05
(11) [-.041; .263)/ .07

Fig. 2. Mediation model depicting the relation between trait mindfulness and goal
progress as mediated by goal self-concordance. Unstandardized coefficients are
shown first, followed by standardized coefficients; the total effect is presented in
the parentheses. * p < .05, ** p < .01.

indirect effect was significant (albeit very small; ab = 0.03, 95% CI:
[0.006, 0.074]). Neither the total (c = 0.11, p = .152, 95% CI [-0.041,
0.263]) nor the direct effect (¢’ = 0.08, p = .320, 95% CI [-0.075,
0.228]) of trait mindfulness on goal progress was significant.

Once again, a hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to
investigate whether mindfulness would predict increases in goal
self-concordance over time. A difference score was calculated by
subtracting Time 2 goal self-concordance from Time 1 goal-self-
concordance. Table 2 presents the full results of this analysis. After
controlling for Time 1 goal self-concordance, mindfulness posi-
tively predicted changes in goal self-concordance over time
(B = 0.20, p < .001), accounting for 4% of the variance. We also
investigated changes in goal self-concordance over time using
the residualized change approach and the standardized residual
approach and found similar results (see output on OSF).

Study 3 served as a replication of Study 2 and provided addi-
tional support for our hypotheses that mindful individuals would
set goals that were more self-concordant (H1), and that this, in
turn, would lead to greater goal progress (H2).° Moreover, Study
3 provided additional support for the proposition that mindfulness
promotes increases in goal self-concordance (i.e., internalization)
over time.

5. Meta-Analysis

To corroborate our findings supporting the hypothesis that
mindfulness would be positively correlated with self-concordant

9 Since goal progress and subjective well-being were moderately positively
correlated, we also conducted exploratory analyses controlling for the effect of
subjective well-being (see supplemental materials on OSF). Mindfulness no longer
had an indirect effect on goal progress when subjective well-being was included in
the analysis as a covariate. Thus, the indirect effect of mindfulness on goal progress
may be explained in part by the overlap between goal progress and subjective well-
being.

goal setting, we conducted a mini meta-analysis (Goh, Hall, &
Rosenthal, 2016) of our three studies using fixed effects in which
the mean effect size (i.e., mean correlation) was weighted by sam-
ple size. All correlations were Fisher’s z transformed for analyses
and converted back to Pearson correlations for presentation. Over-
all, the effect was small but significant, Mr=0.14,Z=5.45, p <.001,
95% CI: [0.090, 0.188], two-tailed, such that individuals who are
more mindful set goals that are more self-concordant.

6. General discussion

The purpose of the present research was to investigate the rela-
tion between trait mindfulness, self-concordant goal setting, and
goal progress. Three studies tested whether trait mindfulness
was positively associated with self-concordant goal setting. Consis-
tent with our first hypothesis, all three studies and an internal mini
meta-analysis of the data found that individuals with higher levels
of trait mindfulness were more likely to set goals that were more
self-concordant. Results for our second hypothesis were less con-
sistent — although Study 3 found a significant indirect effect of
mindfulness on goal progress through self-concordance, the results
from study 2 were marginal; in both studies the indirect effect was
small.

The positive relationship between mindfulness and self-
concordant goal setting may be explained in part by self-
awareness (Kudesia, 2019). Mindfulness promotes accurate self-
awareness, which is essential for knowing which goals are self-
appropriate (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Sheldon, 2014). According to
self-determination theory, awareness has long been posited as a
foundational element to eudaimonic living because it facilitates
the selection of goals and behaviours that are consistent with peo-
ple’s values, interests, and needs (Deci & Ryan, 1980). By habitually
paying attention to their thoughts, feelings, sensations, and emo-
tions, mindful individuals may develop a greater ability to recog-
nize goals that are congruent with their authentic selves.
Additional support for this notion comes from research that
reports that mindfulness can promote greater congruence between
implicit and explicit self-esteem (Koole, Govorun, Cheng, &
Gallucci, 2009), suggesting that mindfulness may help to bring
self-related expressions (e.g., self-esteem, personal goals) into
greater alignment with their authentic selves.

Mindfulness may also promote goal self-concordance through
emotional processes. Although negative affect is associated with
various cognitive, motivational, and interpersonal benefits
(Forgas, 2013), it can also be problematic when it comes to effec-
tive decision-making (Loewenstein & Lerner, 2002). Mindfulness
is associated with reduced negative affect (Brown & Ryan, 2003;
Gu et al,, 2015), and in turn, improved decision-making. For exam-
ple, in a series of correlational and experimental studies,
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Hafenbrack, Kinias, and Barsade (2014) found that both trait and
state mindfulness improved decision-making and that this effect
was partially mediated by a reduction in negative affect. Given that
mindful individuals experience relatively less negative affect, they
may be more likely to make important decisions regarding which
goals to pursue, in a tranquil state.

While the present research demonstrated a positive relation-
ship between trait mindfulness and self-concordant goal setting,
it is important to note that the effect sizes were consistently small,
particularly in comparison to previous research. Grégoire et al.
(2012) reported a correlation of r = 0.44 between trait mindfulness
and self-determined goals whereas the meta-analysis in the pre-
sent research reports a correlation of r = 0.14 between mindfulness
and self-concordance. The discrepancy between these findings may
be explained in part by the differences in the nature of the goals
considered in each study. The goals reported in Grégoire et al.
(2012) appear to have been long-term goals; examples include:
“complete my bachelor’s degree” and “learn to play guitar.” These
goals would arguably take years to pursue and achieve.

In the present research, goals ranged from weeklong (Study 1)
to (academic) yearlong (Study 3). Taken together, mindfulness
may correlate with self-concordance to a greater degree for long-
term goals that span multiple years and are more reflective of indi-
viduals’ core sense of self. Future research can examine whether
the relationship between mindfulness and goal self-concordance
varies as a function of the type of goal (e.g., short- vs. long-term,
concrete vs. abstract).

In addition, Grégoire et al. (2012) had participants report their
motivation for goals they were already pursuing, whereas the pre-
sent research focused on newly set goals. In Studies 2 and 3,
exploratory analyses revealed that mindful individuals appear to
become more self-concordant in the pursuit of their goals over
time. Thus, in Grégoire et al. (2012) individuals with higher trait
mindfulness may have reported greater self-determination
because they had already been pursuing their goals for some time,
during which their motivation gradually shifted to become more
internalized and self-concordant. Finally, although different for-
mulas were used to calculate “self-determination” in Grégoire
et al. (2012) and self-concordance in the present research, this
did not appear to be an important factor in the differences in effect
sizes.'?

Another potential explanation for the small effect sizes is that
mindfulness merely promotes awareness of self-appropriate goals,
which, on its own may not be a strong predictor of the selection of
self-concordant goals. For example, in another study that used the
same dataset as Study 2, authentic awareness (an aspect of authen-
ticity) was not related to goal self-concordance (Milyavskaya,
Nadolny, & Koestner, 2015). According to Sheldon (2014) self-
concordance is enhanced by factors that promote accurate self-
insight (e.g., mindfulness) and factors that promote personal
empowerment. Thus, it is possible that mindful individuals are
more aware of self-concordant goal options but do not always pos-
sess the courage to select them.

The small effect sizes found in the present research may also
relate to the level of analysis. Recent research suggests that the
majority of the variance in goal characteristics exists at the goal
level (i.e., within-person; Milyavskaya & Werner, 2018). For exam-
ple, previous research has shown that 60% to 80% of the variance in
goal motivation exists at the within-person level (Holding et al.,
2017; Milyavskaya et al., 2015; Werner et al., 2016). The present
research investigated the relationship between mindfulness and

10 We conducted exploratory analyses using the same formula used in Grégoire
et al, (2102) so that we could more easily make comparisons across studies (see
“Formula Comparison” document in the supplemental materials). The “self-determi
nation” formula used in Grégoire et al., (2102) generated very similar results.
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self-concordance at the between-person level, since mindfulness
is an individual difference, and is not goal specific. This approach
was also used in Grégoire et al. (2012). From a theoretical stand-
point, trait mindfulness is expected to facilitate the selection of
goals and behaviours that are congruent with one’s needs, values,
and interests (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Therefore, one would expect
individuals who report higher trait mindfulness, to report greater
self-concordance, on average across their various pursuits (i.e., col-
lapsed across goals), than individuals who report lower levels of
mindfulness. Practically, however, the high within-person variabil-
ity in both motivation and progress means that there may have
been little between-person variance for mindfulness to explain.

Another potential explanation for the small effect sizes in the
present research may be connected to the mindfulness measure
that was used. In all three studies, the MAAS (Brown & Ryan,
2003) was used. This measure was developed within the context
of self-determination theory, from which the self-concordant
model was derived (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Although the MAAS
(Brown & Ryan, 2003) is used extensively, it is comprised of fifteen
reverse-coded items that emphasize acting without attention and
awareness. Thus, it is possible that these items do not accurately
reflect acting with attention and awareness and instead represent
another construct (e.g., a judgmental and critical stance towards
oneself; Bergomi, Tschacher, & Zupper, 2013). Other mindfulness
scales, such as the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (Baer,
Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & Toney, 2006) emphasize additional
facets of mindfulness, including nonreactivity to inner experience,
observing (thoughts, sensations, perceptions, feelings), describing
with words, and nonjudging of experience. While there are several
instruments for measuring trait mindfulness, considerable hetero-
geneity exists between these scales, and correlations between
them typically range from 0.21 to 0.67 (Baer et al., 2006;
Cardaciotto, Herbert, Forman, Moitra, & Farrow, 2008). Therefore,
it is possible that other measures or facets of mindfulness, partic-
ularly those relevant to observing one’s internal world, would have
stronger relationships with self-concordant goal selection.

Although Sheldon (2014) and self-determination theory pro-
pose that mindful awareness should facilitate the selection of
self-concordant goals (and a recent meta-analysis that included
mindfulness interventions provides support for this notion of
directionality; Donald et al., 2019), it is worth considering the
potential bidirectional nature of this relationship. For example, it
is possible that individuals who set goals that are less self-
concordant may shy away from attending to their internal world
for fear that this discrepancy between their goals and their values
and interests may lead them to feel sad, angry, guilty, or ashamed.
While deploying mindful attention may feel rewarding when pur-
suing self-concordant goals, since these goals are considered to be
important and interesting, it may be uncomfortable to deploy such
attention in the pursuit of non-concordant goals as they can feel
incongruent and coerced. Somewhat paradoxically, mindfulness
may be particularly helpful in such a situation because mindful-
ness can enhance distress tolerance - the capacity for tolerating
uncomfortable emotions or internal states (Robins et al., 2012).
By openly and nonjudgmentally observing their internal states,
without criticism or reprimand, these individuals may come to rec-
ognize this discrepancy as the source of their internal conflict,
which in turn may prompt them towards greater self-
concordance in the future.

Exploratory analyses in Studies 2 and 3 suggest that mindful
individuals became more volitional, or self-concordant, over the
course of their goal pursuit (i.e., their reasons for pursuing their
goals became more autonomous and less controlled). In other
words, mindful individuals were more likely to internalize their
goals. According to self-determination theory, internalization
involves “a process through which, often by being mindful and
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using higher-order reflection, people are able to bring externally
imposed, value-based action into the realm of fully volitional activ-
ity” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 189). Studies 2 and 3 provide support for
the proposition that mindful awareness facilitates internalization.
By deploying mindful attention and adopting an open and recep-
tive attitude over the course of their goal pursuit, mindful individ-
uals may have experienced greater interest in, and enjoyment of,
their goals (perhaps through enhanced present-moment experi-
ences; Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010). This explanation would be
consistent with previous research suggesting that mindful individ-
uals report greater interest in day-to-day activities such as social
interactions with romantic partners (Barnes, Brown, Krusemark,
Campbell, & Rogge, 2007) and everyday work tasks (Shiba et al.,
2015). It is also possible that mindful individuals were better able
to recognize the value of their goals while pursuing them. Indeed,
previous research suggests that trait mindfulness is positively
associated with identified motivation (i.e., pursuing goals because
they are meaningful; Donald et al., 2019). By taking greater interest
in, and/or further recognizing the importance of, their goals, mind-
ful individuals may come to more fully endorse them over the
course of their goal pursuit. On the other hand, individuals with
lower levels of trait mindfulness may fail to take notice of the pos-
itive qualities of their goal pursuit, and instead, may be more apt to
regard their goals as things they have to do.

Although a large body of research supports the notion that
mindfulness is associated with more adaptive motivational quali-
ties (Donald et al., 2019), the present research offers two novel
contributions to this literature. First, whereas previous research
has mostly focused on mindfulness and its relation to participants’
motivation towards goals assigned by researchers (Ryan & Deci,
2017), the present research provides insight into the types of goals
that mindful individuals are likely to set on their own, as well as
their motivation towards these goals. Second, while a large portion
of the research on mindfulness and motivation has focused on par-
ticipants’ motivation towards behaviours and goals that they were
already engaged in, or that they typically engage in (e.g., Brown &
Ryan, 2003; Gregoire et al., 2012; Christie, Atkins, & Donald et al.,
2017; Warren & Wray-Lake, 2017), the present research focused on
new goals that participants had yet to pursue. Given that motiva-
tion can shift over time and that mindfulness, as the present
research suggests, may promote greater goal internalization, the
present findings may help to more appropriately interpret previous
findings related to individuals’ motivation towards behaviours and
goals that they were already engaged with. That is, in previous
research, where correlations may be relatively larger than the cor-
relations observed in the present research, with respect to partici-
pants’ initial motivation towards their newly set goals, the larger
correlations may be due in part to some degree of goal internaliza-
tion over time.

The present research also suggests that mindfulness may have a
small indirect effect on goal progress via goal self-concordance. To
the extent that mindful individuals set goals that are more self-
concordant, they may be able to make greater progress on their
goals. This is consistent with previous research that has found that
pursuing self-concordant goals leads to greater goal progress
through increased effort (Koestner et al., 2002, 2008; Sheldon &
Elliot, 1999), subjective ease (Werner et al., 2016), and fewer
obstacles and temptations (Milyavskaya et al., 2015). Conversely,
there was no evidence of a direct or total effect of mindfulness
on goal progress in Studies 2 and 3. This finding is noteworthy
given that mindfulness is often portrayed in the media as an effec-
tive tool for boosting productivity (Pinsker, 2015). Additionally,
this finding may lend credence to previous research that suggests
mindfulness may not enhance motivation and performance in all
contexts (Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018). Nonetheless, mindfulness is
associated with a host of beneficial outcomes that may facilitate
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goal pursuit (Friese & Hofmann, 2016; Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018;
Weinstein et al., 2009); therefore, this finding must be interpreted
with caution since it was not hypothesized and was only consid-
ered post-hoc. In addition, personal goal progress was measured
using self-report, which is subjective in nature. It is possible that
mindful individuals are more willing to admit failures and disclose
poor goal progress, which could be uncomfortable or threatening
to one’s self-esteem. Support for this idea may come from research
that reports that mindfulness is associated with more adaptive
(e.g., less defensive) responses to existential threats (Niemiec
et al, 2010), social-evaluative threats (Brown, Weinstein, &
Creswell, 2012), and ego threats (Bergeron & Dandeau, 2016).
Given that this was the first study to investigate mindfulness and
goal progress, more research (with objective measures of goal pro-
gress) is needed to elucidate this relationship.

6.1. Limitations and future directions

It is important to note that the present research was non-
experimental and therefore, no causal conclusions can be made
from the results. Despite the strong theoretical rationale for the
notion that mindfulness may promote greater goal self-
concordance, it is possible that the relationship between trait
mindfulness and goal self-concordance could be explained in part
by third variables related to affect and well-being, rather than an
underlying causal relationship. For example, both trait mindfulness
(Brown & Ryan, 2003) and self-concordance (Sheldon & Elliot,
1999) have been positively associated with subjective well-being.
As we found in supplementary analyses,'! the relationship between
trait mindfulness and goal self-concordance may be due at least in
part to the common correlation between each of these variables
and subjective well-being.

Another limitation is that the effect sizes for the relationships
between trait mindfulness, goal self-concordance, and goal pro-
gress were consistently very small. Moreover, the MAAS (Brown
& Ryan, 2003) was the only measure used to investigate trait mind-
fulness. Other mindfulness measures or facets of mindfulness may
have stronger relationships with goal self-concordance and goal
progress (Park, Reilly-Spong, & Gross, 2013). Similarly, although
self-concordance was assessed on a continuum following the most
frequently used method (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999), others have
examined autonomous and controlled motivation separately (e.g.,
Milyavskaya et al., 2015) or more recently recommended assessing
self-concordance in a slightly different way (Sheldon, Osin,
Gordeeva, Suchkov, & Sychev, 2017); such distinctions may lead
to small differences in the results. Furthermore, the present
research consisted of undergraduate samples; therefore, findings
may not necessarily generalize to younger or older populations.

Future research should investigate whether interventions
designed to enhance trait mindfulness can improve individuals’
ability to set self-concordant goals. A recent meta-analysis that
included mindfulness interventions found a medium-sized effect
from mindfulness interventions to autonomous motivation
(Donald et al., 2019). To the extent that we are able to increase
an individual's dispositional mindfulness, we may be able to
improve his or her ability to set self-concordant goals. This is
important given that people are often “out of touch” with what
they truly want (Sheldon & Kasser, 1995), and previous interven-
tions designed to increase self-concordance have failed to produce
the desired effect (Sheldon, Kasser, Smith & Share, 2002). It is
important to note, however, that the effects in the present research

1 Supplementary analyses showed that trait mindfulness no longer predicted Time
1 goal self-concordance after controlling for Time 1 subjective well-being but that
trait mindfulness still predicted Time 2 goal self-concordance after controlling for
Time 2 subjective well-being (see supplemental materials on OSF).
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were very small, so any potential changes from interventions may
be modest.

Lastly, more research is needed to shed light on the relationship
between mindfulness and goal progress. The recent trend to use
mindfulness as a tool to boost productivity typically involves the
use of mindfulness exercises such as mindfulness meditation.
Future research could employ experimental designs to determine
whether mindfulness interventions can enhance progress on indi-
viduals’ personal goals.

6.2. Conclusion

The present research demonstrated and replicated a small pos-
itive relationship between trait mindfulness and self-concordant
goal setting (Studies 1-3). We also found (partial) support for the
notion that trait mindfulness promotes goal progress indirectly
through goal self-concordance. Finally, in line with self-
determination theory, Studies 2 and 3 found that trait mindfulness
predicted increases in goal internalization over the course of indi-
viduals’ goal pursuit. Taken together, this research provides sup-
port for the proposition that mindful individuals set “better”
goals — goals that are more likely to be aligned with their authentic
selves, conducive to goal progress, and internalized over time.
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