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Abstract
Pursuing multiple goals with limited time often leads to goal conflicts that can be resolved by prioritizing some goal pursuits 
over others. This research examines proximal outcomes of two approaches to goal prioritization: Goal shelving (temporar-
ily withdrawing from a goal) and goal disengagement (permanently withdrawing from a goal). We conducted an experi-
ment (N = 214) to compare motivational and emotional consequences of resolving goal conflict through goal shelving and 
disengagement. Results suggest that goal shelving and disengagement are similarly effective at reducing different facets of 
experienced goal conflict, but people regret shelving goals less than disengaging from them. Together, these findings provide 
first evidence that goal shelving may allow people to “have their cake and eat it too:” to reap the benefits of goal prioritiza-
tion while minimizing its costs.
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Most people pursue multiple goals in different life domains 
(e.g., multiple work, leisure, and family goals), and must do 
so within the confines of limited time. As a consequence, 
people often have to deal with goal conflicts, where the 
pursuit of some goals interferes with the pursuit of other 
goals. The hours spent working on one goal (e.g., practic-
ing the guitar) are no longer available to work on a different 
goal (e.g., learning for an exam). To reduce goal conflicts 
and promote goal success, people can adopt different strate-
gies. For example, a person might choose to engage in goal-
directed activities that advance not just one but multiple 
goals at once (e.g., jogging with friends to simultaneously 
advance health and social goals; Kruglanski et al., 2002). 
However, such multifinal means are not always available or 
instrumental for resolving goal conflicts. When faced with 
severe or continued goal conflict that cannot be solved other-
wise, people may need to prioritize among conflicting goals. 

On a behavioral level, prioritizing among goals requires 
reducing or withdrawing investments into some goals to 
increase investments into other goals. The present research 
compares two approaches to goal prioritization: Permanently 
withdrawing from a conflicting goal (i.e., goal disengage-
ment) or temporarily  withdrawing from a conflicting goal 
(i.e., goal shelving) in favor of focusing on a prioritized goal.

Resolving goal conflict through goal 
disengagement or goal shelving

One way to resolve time-based conflict between two goals 
is to disengage from one of the conflicting goals for good. 
On a behavioral level, goal disengagement involves with-
drawing current goal efforts and refraining from future ones 
(Carver & Scheier, 1998; Wrosch et al., 2003). However, 
permanently withdrawing from goals can be difficult, even 
when goals seem out of reach or very difficult to attain (e.g., 
Brandstätter et al., 2013; Klinger, 1975). To resolve goal 
conflict but avoid having to give up on a goal permanently, 
a person could choose to temporarily shelve the conflicting 
goal instead. On a behavioral level, shelving a goal involves 
withdrawing current goal efforts, but with the intention 
to revisit and reengage in the goal in the future (Mayer & 
Freund, 2022). Recent evidence suggests that many adults 
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indeed report having such shelved or “frozen” goals—attain-
able goals to which they remain committed despite not hav-
ing pursued them for longer periods of time (Davydenko 
et  al., 2019). People may shelve goals  in an attempt to 
sequence their goal pursuits across  time (Orehek & Vazeou-
Nieuwenhuis, 2013). Yet, sequential goal pursuit is only one 
possible outcome of shelving goals. Despite initially intend-
ing to return to a shelved goal, people may end up never 
actually revisiting it. Thus, a second possible outcome of 
goal shelving can be eventual goal disengagement (rather 
than eventual goal reengagement).

When faced with the necessity to prioritize among two 
conflicting goals, would you prefer to “pull off the band aid” 
and give up on one of them for good, or would you rather 
shelve the conflicting goal and hope for a later chance to 
revisit? We expect no single or simple answer to this ques-
tion, as preferences for one approach over the other likely 
depend on the specific person, the specific context, and the 
specific goal(s) under consideration. Although the anteced-
ents of disengagement and shelving are worthy of explora-
tion, the present research is concerned with their proximal 
psychological consequences. What are proximal outcomes 
of permanently or temporarily withdrawing from a conflict-
ing goal?

Proximal motivational outcomes 
of resolving goal conflict through goal 
disengagement and shelving

Our first set of research questions and predictions refers to 
possible motivational outcomes of goal disengagement and 
goal shelving.

Proximal motivational changes in goals 
that were disengaged from and shelved

What are proximal motivational implications of behavio-
rally disengaging from a goal? Theoretical accounts of goal 
disengagement conceive of goal disengagement as involv-
ing two processes, behavioral disengagement and motiva-
tional disengagement (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Wrosch 
et al., 2003). To disengage from a goal, the person has to 
behaviorally disengage from the goal by withdrawing cur-
rent goal-related efforts and investments and motivationally 
disengage from the goal by downgrading its subjective value 
or personal importance (e.g., Brandstädter & Rothermund, 
2002; Heckhausen et al., 2010; Wrosch et al., 2003). Yet, to 
date, little is known on the temporal interplay of behavioral 
and motivational disengagement. In some cases, processes 
of motivational disengagement may precede—and eventu-
ally culminate in—the decision to behaviorally disengage 

from a goal. This may especially be the case for goals that 
are increasingly perceived to be unattainable (e.g., due to 
mounting experiences of goal-related difficulties). Yet, in 
multiple goal contexts, people may sometimes have to with-
draw from goals that are still deemed to be achievable and 
valued but happen to interfere with other goals. Based on 
the proposition that motivational disengagement is a key 
component of goal disengagement (Brandstädter & Rother-
mund, 2002; Wrosch et al., 2003), we test the hypothesis that 
behavioral goal disengagement can lead to motivational goal 
disengagement: We predict that people who behaviorally 
disengage from a conflicting goal tend to devalue this goal. 
Diminishing the value of the goal should facilitate behavio-
ral disengagement, that is, support a person in withdrawing 
from and staying withdrawn from the goal.

What are proximal motivational implications of shelving 
a goal? What does it mean to pause and postpone a goal 
pursuit? One possibility is that the subjective valuation of 
the shelved goal  is unaffected. This would be the case if 
goal shelving afforded behavioral disengagement without 
requiring motivational disengagement. After all, why should 
one devalue a goal one intends to revisit? It is possible 
that goals that are shelved may just sit in the shelf,  “fro-
zen” and unchanged, until they are eventually de-shelved for 
reengagement. Another possibility is that shelved goals are 
not unaffected but devalued while shelved and revalued 
upon reengagement. Diminishing the value of the shelved 
goal could facilitate behavioral shelving, that is, support a 
person in withdrawing from and staying withdrawn from 
the goal (for now). Such a de-and-revaluation pattern would 
suggest that subjective goal value, usually conceived of as 
a predictor of goal engagement (e.g., Eccles & Wigfield, 
2002), can also vary as a consequence of goal engagement. 
Yet, according to Dissonance Theory, goals that were given 
up on should be devalued more strongly than goals  that 
were shelved, as  choices that are perceived or intended 
to be irreversible should lead to stronger goal devaluation 
than  choices that are perceived or intended to be reversible 
(Festinger, 1957; Frey et al., 1984).

Proximal motivational changes in goals 
that were prioritized

Shelving or disengaging from a conflicting goal might not 
only affect the valuation of the goal that was shelved or 
given up on, but also the valuation of the goal that was 
prioritized. One possibility is that the subjective value 
of the prioritized goal increases. If people were to con-
strue the shelving/disengagement of the conflicting goal 
as a costly investment they undertook for the sake of their 
prioritized goal, prioritized goals may gain in subjective 
value. According to the mental accounting framework 
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(e.g., Prelec & Loewenstein, 1998; Thaler, 1985), such an 
investment might be “held on the books,” rendering the 
prioritized goal more important and motivating the person 
to eventually recover that investment (e.g., by making pro-
gress on or achieving the prioritized goal). Alternatively, 
associating the prioritized goal with a costly sacrifice could 
taint a person’s valuation of the goal, as adding a negative 
attribute (“I had to withdraw from another goal for this 
goal”) to the goal could render the net subjective value 
of the goal more negative (see e.g., Berkman et al., 2017, 
for a recent account on multi-attribute integration in goal 
pursuit). We aimed to explore these options.

To summarize, we address the following research ques-
tions and predictions on proximal motivational outcomes of 
goal disengagement and shelving:

1. Behavioral goal disengagement leads to goal devalua-
tion. (H1)

2. How does behavioral goal shelving affect the subjective 
value of the shelved goal?

a. The subjective value of the shelved goal is unaf-
fected. (H2a)

b. The shelved goal is devalued while shelved and re-
valued when de-shelved. (H2b)

3. Goal disengagement leads to stronger goal devaluation 
than goal shelving. (H3)

4. Does the decision to shelve or disengage from a conflict-
ing goal bolster or taint valuation of the prioritized goal? 
(Q4)

Antecedents of reengagement in vs. 
disengagement from shelved goals

When is a person more likely to de-shelve and reengage 
or to eventually fully disengage from a shelved goal? 
Recent theoretical work has described conditions under 
which people resume goal pursuits after nondeliberate 
interruptions (Moshontz & Hoyle, 2021), but there is no 
empirical evidence on predictors of reengagement in vs. 
disengagement from deliberatively shelved goals. Given 
that the subjective value of a goal is key predictor of goal 
persistence (e.g., Eccles & Wigfield, 2002), we examine 
whether:

5. (H5a) A greater asymmetry in the initial subjective value 
of the conflicting goals (i.e., a greater initial preference 
for one of the conflicting goals over the other), (H5b) 
a greater devaluation of the shelved goal, and (H5c) a 
greater revaluation of the prioritized goal predicts dis-

engagement from shelved goals in favor of continued 
prioritization of the prioritized goal.

Proximal emotional outcomes of resolving 
goal conflict through goal shelving and goal 
disengagement

How does it feel to shelve or disengage from a conflict-
ing goal? Our second set of research questions and pre-
dictions refers to emotional outcomes of shelving and 
disengagement.

Emotional benefits of shelving 
or disengaging from a conflicting goal

What are emotional benefits of choosing to shelve or to 
disengage from a conflicting goal? Prior research has doc-
umented that that people who report greater experiences 
of goal conflict tend to report reduced subjective well-
being (e.g., Emmons & King, 1988; for a review, see Gray 
et al., 2017). Reducing experienced goal conflict could thus 
be a proximal emotional benefit of shelving or disengaging 
from a conflicting goal. To better understand if and how 
shelving and disengagement may alleviate experienced goal 
conflict, we distinguish three facets of experienced con-
flict: (i) resource conflict (i.e., the sense that the conflicting 
goals compete for finite resources), (ii) goal interference 
(i.e., the sense that the conflicting goal pursuits interfere 
with each other), and (iii) goal-related opportunity costs 
(i.e., the sense of missing out on one goal while pursuing 
the other goal). Experienced resource conflict is based in 
the perception that the conflicting goal pursuits draw on 
and compete for finite resources such as time (Riediger & 
Freund, 2004). Experienced goal interference refers to the 
evaluation that working on one goal interferes with one’s 
ability to work on and make progress on the conflicting 
goal (Riediger & Freund, 2004). Unlike general experienced 
opportunity costs, often conceptualized as the general sense 
of missing out on any other alternative activity while engag-
ing in an activity (Kurzban et al., 2013; Rom et al., 2020) or 
as the general sense of wanting to do something else than 
what one is currently doing (Riediger & Freund, 2008), 
experienced goal-related opportunity costs more narrowly 
refer to the experience of missing out on the specific con-
flicting goal pursuit while pursuing the other  goal. In addi-
tion, we also examine perceptions of the stressfulness of 
goal pursuit (i.e., the extent to which a goal pursuit is expe-
rienced as stressful), which we expect to vary as a function 
of experienced resource conflict (Boudreaux & Ozer, 2013).
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We distinguish these dimensions of goal conflict to 
examine whether goal disengagement and goal shelv-
ing are similarly effective at reducing experienced 
resource conflict and  its associated distress, as both 
approaches allow for more selective investments into fewer 
goals and both approaches are functionally identical on 
a behavioral level (i.e., both involve withdrawing invest-
ment from one goal to increase investments into another 
goal). However, shelving a goal could be less effective 
than disengagement at reducing perceptions of goal inter-
ference and goal-related opportunity costs. If goal shelving 
afforded behavioral goal disengagement without motiva-
tional disengagement, this could introduce corollary costs: 
Withdrawing one’s efforts but not one’s commitment from 
a conflicting goal may foster the sense of missing out on 
the goal and may thus promote, rather than reduce, per-
ceptions of goal interference and goal-related opportunity 
costs. In terms of reducing goal conflict, “pulling off the 
bandaid” and disengaging for good could be more benefi-
cial than just postponing to later.

To summarize, we test the following research questions 
and predictions on emotional benefits:

6. Goal shelving and goal disengagement both alleviate 
perceptions of resource conflict and stressfulness of goal 
pursuit. (H6)

7. Goal disengagement reduces perceptions of goal inter-
ference and opportunity costs. (H7)

8. Does goal shelving reduce or increase perceptions of 
goal interference and opportunity costs? (Q8)

Emotional costs of shelving or disengaging 
from a conflicting goal

What are emotional costs of choosing to shelve or to disen-
gage from a conflicting goal? While the emotional benefits 
of shelving and disengagement may center on the reduction 
of goal conflict, their emotional costs may center on the loss 
of the goal that was shelved or given up on. To the extent 
that the conflicting goals differ in their rewards, shelving 
and disengagement decisions may trigger feelings of regret: 
the regret of having to forgo the actual and anticipated ben-
efits linked to the pursuit and achievement of the goal that 
was shelved or given up on (see e.g., King & Hicks, 2007). 
Regret is an aversive emotion that is based on counterfactual 
comparison (e.g., Gilovich & Medvec, 1994; Lecci et al., 
1994; Wrosch et al., 2005; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). That 
is, people experience regret when they compare an outcome 
(e.g., shelving or disengaging from a goal) to a more favora-
ble outcome they could have obtained had they chosen dif-
ferently (e.g., continuing to pursue that goal).

Regret related to goal shelving or goal disengagement can 
be anticipated and experienced (Kirkebøen & Teigen, 2011; 
Zeelenberg, 1999; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007), referring to 
how people expect to feel and actually feel about shelving 
and disengagement.  Previous research on regret suggests 
that people anticipate to experience stronger regret over irre-
versible decisions than over reversible ones (Zeelenberg & 
Pieters, 2007) and tend to  experience stronger regret over 
immutable decision outcomes than over mutable ones (Beike 
et al., 2009; Summerville, 2011). As the loss of a goal that 
was shelved should be more likely to be perceived as tem-
porary and reversible than the loss of the goal that was given 
up on, we predict that:

9. People anticipate (H9a) and experience (H9b) less regret 
over goal shelving than goal disengagement

On a correlational level, we also examine antecedents and 
concomitants of experienced regret. Theoretical accounts 
of goal disengagement emphasize that the devaluation or 
downgrading of goals is key to adaptive goal disengage-
ment and should alleviate the distress of withdrawing from a 
goal (Brandtstädter & Rothermund, 2002; Carver & Scheier, 
1998; Heckhausen et al., 2010; Wrosch et al., 2003). Based 
on this proposition, we predict that:

 10. Greater valuation of shelved/disengaged goals (H10a) 
prior to and (H10b) after shelving/disengagement is 
linked to greater experienced regret.

Method

To address our research questions and predictions, and to 
overcome some of the limitations of observational designs, 
we designed an experiment to examine and compare proxi-
mal outcomes of shelving and disengaging from conflicting 
goals. As described in more detail below, participants first 
worked on two conflicting goals before they had to either 
shelve or disengage from one goal.

Preregistration and data availability

Research questions and predictions, study design, sam-
ple size, and statistical analyses were preregistered. Some 
deviations from the preregistered statistical analysis were 
necessary and are noted in the text. Exploratory analyses 
are marked as such in the text. Preregistration, experi-
mental materials, data, analysis scripts, and detailed sup-
plemental result reports are available on the Open Science 
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Framework (OSF) project of this article (https:// osf. io/ 
ef4rx/).1 The research reported in this manuscript was 
carried out in accordance with the regulations of the local 
ethics committee. All participants provided informed con-
sent and were debriefed at the end of the study; no decep-
tion was used.

Sample size rationale

Sample size was determined by means of an a priori power 
analysis for a mixed ANOVA using G*power (Faul et al., 
2007). We aimed for a sample size of N = 234 to be able to 
detect an effect size f = 0.15 with 0.95 power and a type 1 
error rate of 0.05 (assuming pre-post measures are intercor-
related at r = 0.2).

Participants

A total of N = 235 adults participated in an online experi-
ment in exchange for the opportunity to take part in two 
prize lotteries (described in more detail below) and for par-
tial course credit (for students). Participants were recruited 
through online advertisement. To ensure data quality, we 
excluded data from 3 participants whose response time 
was too short (shorter than 20 min, indicating they had not 
seriously engaged in the experiment) and from 18 partici-
pants who did not adhere to the experimental instructions, 

resulting in a sample of N = 214 adults (Mage = 26.54; 64 
male; 54% Psychology students).

Procedure

We developed a novel goal conflict paradigm that involved 
three goal pursuit phases. Initially, all participants worked on 
two conflicting goals in phase 1, before they were randomly 
assigned to either behaviorally disengage from one of the 
goals (disengagement condition) or to behaviorally shelve 
one of the goals (shelving condition) in phase 2. Partici-
pants in the shelving condition—but not those in the dis-
engagement condition—had the opportunity to reengage in 
the shelved goal in phase 3. The study design is depicted in 
Fig. 1 and described in more detail below. The experiment 
took approx. 50 min to complete.

Goal conflict phase (phase 1)

After completing a brief demographic questionnaire, par-
ticipants were informed that they had the opportunity to 
work on two different goals, a “health goal” and a “social 
goal.” To work on either goal, participants selected the goal 
on a choice screen. Depending on their choice, participants 
next read an information card (approx. 200 words) on either 
the topic of “health psychology” (for the health goal) or 
“social psychology” (for the social goal). Participants then 
answered a multiple-choice quiz on the content of the previ-
ously presented card. Figure 2 shows a simplified version of 
the procedure.

Fig. 1  Visual summary of 
experimental phases and condi-
tions. After completing the goal 
conflict phase (phase 1), partici-
pants were randomly assigned 
to the experimental condition 
(shelving vs. disengagement). 
Participants in the disengage-
ment condition disengaged 
from one goal and continued to 
work on their prioritized goal in 
phases 2 and 3. Participants in 
the shelving condition initially 
shelved one goal and continued 
to work on their prioritized goal 
in phase 2, but could choose to 
either reengage in or disengage 
from the shelved goal in phase 
3. Self-report questionnaires 
were administered after each 
phase

Work on both goals 
concurrently

Continue to work 
on prioritized goal

Continue to work 
on prioritized goal

Work on prioritized 
goal

Work on prioritized 
goal

Work on previously 
shelved goal

T1 survey

Random assignment
T2 survey

Participant choice

(reengage in vs.
disengage fro

m

from shelved goal)
T3 survey

Disengagement condition

Shelving condition

Phase 3: PrioritizationPhase 2: PrioritizationPhase 1: Goal conflict

1 The preregistration on OSF also included additional secondary 
analyses unrelated to the current manuscript.

https://osf.io/ef4rx/
https://osf.io/ef4rx/
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For each correctly answered quiz, participants received 
one goal point. The amount of collected goal points deter-
mined participants’ chances of winning two distinct goal 
prizes, a health goal prize and a social goal prize (each 
with a value of approx. 100 €). To minimize differences 
between the two goal pursuits, the general task set was 
kept identical (i.e., reading information and answering 
quiz questions). Yet, we ensured that both goal pursuits 
were distinct in terms of task content (i.e., distinct top-
ics) and task outcome (i.e., distinct prizes) to create two 
distinct goal pursuits that were non-substitutable in their 
more proximal and tangible benefits (i.e., learning about 
distinct topics) and in their more distal and probabilistic 
benefits (i.e., the distinct goal prizes).2

After being introduced to the general goal pursuit set-
ting, participants practiced the two goal tasks (1 card 
and 1 quiz on each goal) and then entered the goal con-
flict phase (phase 1), which involved 6 trials (i.e., 6 
goal choices, reading 6 information cards, and complet-
ing 6 quizzes). Participants were instructed to collect as 
many points as possible for both goals. We emphasized 
that the time was limited and that participants had to 
work fast to collect points. Participants did not receive 
information on how much time was remaining and did 
not receive performance feedback. Prior research using 
a similar paradigm has shown that such dual goal pur-
suit settings induce time-based goal conflict (Freund & 
Tomasik, 2021).

Experimental manipulation

At the beginning of the experiment, participants expected 
to work on both goals across all phases of the experiment. 
However, after completing phase 1, participants were 

randomly assigned either to the shelving (N = 110) or the 
disengagement condition (N = 104). Participants were made 
aware of the two experimental conditions to allow for com-
parison among the two distinct options, as in a free-choice 
situation in which one deliberates between shelving versus 
disengaging from a goal.

Prioritization phases (phases 2 and 3) in the disengagement 
condition

Participants in the disengagement condition were asked to 
behaviorally disengage from one goal to focus working on 
the other goal (i.e., their prioritized goal) for the remain-
der of the experiment (phases 2 and 3). The screen setup 
remained identical to phase 1 (see Fig. 2), that is, both 
goal buttons were continuously presented on the screen. 
Although participants were asked to disengage from one 
goal, they were technically still able to work on both goals 
in phases 2 and 3. This design choice served as a behavio-
ral manipulation check, as it allowed us to trace whether 
participants behaviorally adhered to the disengagement 
instruction. Both prioritization phases involved 6 trials 
each.

Prioritization phases (phases 2 and 3) in the shelving 
condition

Participants in the shelving condition were asked to behav-
iorally shelve one of the goals to focus working on the other 
goal (i.e., their prioritized goal) in phase 2. After completing 
phase 2, participants could choose whether to (a) reengage 
in and work on the previously shelved goal in phase 3 (while 
shelving the other, previously prioritized goal) or to (b) con-
tinue to work on the initially prioritized goal and disengage 
from the previously shelved goal. Participants indicated their 
choice on a binary decision measure prior to starting phase 
3 and were asked to proceed according to their choice. As 
in the disengagement condition, the screen setup remained 

Health 
goal 

Select which goal to work 
on next:

Social 
goal or

Step 3: Answer quizStep 2: Read informationStep 1: Select goal

Read goal-related 
information card:

Information text 
(approx. 200 words)

Complete quiz on goal-
related information card:

a) -
b) -
c) -
d) -

Fig. 2  Screen setup of goal tasks. Within each trial, participants first 
chose on which goal to work next (step 1), then read a goal-specific 
information card (step 2), and subsequently answered a multiple-

choice quiz on the information card (step 3). Each experimental phase 
involved 6 trials (6 choices, cards, and questions)

2 Results from a pilot study had indicated that students enjoyed read-
ing cards on these topics (data and results from the pilot study can 
also be found on OSF).
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identical to phase 1 to trace whether participants behavio-
rally adhered to the shelving instruction.

Measures

At the end of each goal pursuit phase, participants answered 
brief self-report measures on their motivational and emo-
tional states during the preceding goal pursuit phase. Phase 
1 questionnaires were administered after completion of 
phase 1, but prior to the prioritization instruction and to 
the randomized condition assignment. Participants in the 
shelving condition completed the phase 2 questionnaire 
prior to selecting whether to reengage in or disengage from 
the shelved goal in phase 3. All self-report measures used 
Likert response scales ranging from 0 (“not at all”) to 6 
(“very much”). We report the within-person reliability of 
measures where applicable (e.g., Cranford et al., 2006). A 
full documentation of measures is provided in the online 
supplemental materials on OSF.

Subjective goal value

The momentary subjective value of each goal was assessed 
after each goal pursuit phase, and was also measured for 
goals that were shelved/given up on. Subjective value was 
assessed with four items (example item: “At the moment, 
how attractive is the goal prize to you?”; RC(social goal) = 0.84, 
RC(health goal) = 0.87).

Goal Conflict

Goal conflict was assessed after each goal pursuit phase. 
We measured three facets of experienced conflict (three 
items per facet): Resource conflict (example item: “To what 
extent were the two goals competing for your attention?”; 
RC = 0.80), goal interference (example item: “To what extent 
did you feel that working on one goal interfered with your 
progress in the other goal?”; RC = 0.93), and opportunity 
costs (example item:”While working on one goal, to what 
extent did you feel you were missing out on the opportu-
nity to work on the other goal?” RC = 0.89). The selection 
and wording of items was partially informed by previous 
single-item measures of motivational conflict (Riediger & 
Freund, 2008) and opportunity costs (Rom et al., 2020). 
We adapted existing items and formulated new items tai-
lored to the context of goal conflict. Perceived stressfulness 
of goal pursuit was measured with three items that were 
adapted from the multidimensional mood questionnaire 
(Steyer et al., 1994) to indicate how participants experi-
enced the goal pursuit (e.g., “very calm—very restless”; 
RC = 0.88). Confirmatory factor analyses (CFas) indicate 
that the facets of experienced conflict and stressfulness of 
goal pursuit shared moderate-strong associations in phase 1 

(rresoure conflict ~ stress = 0.43; rresoure conflict ~ goal interference = 0.74; 
rresoure conflict ~ opportunity costs = 0.70; rstress ~ goal interference = 0.36; 
rstress ~opportunity costs = 0.30; rgoal interference ~ opportunity costs = 0.83. 
Model comparisons favored a four-factor solution (1 factor 
per facet) over solutions with fewer factors. CFA results can 
be found in the supplemental result reports on OSF.

Anticipated regret and experienced regret

Anticipated regret was measured with three items and was 
assessed prior to condition assignment (example items: 
“How would you feel about shelving/disengaging from one 
of the goals? (very unhappy–very happy)”; αshelving = 0.71, 
αdisengagement = 0.88). Experienced regret was assessed after 
phase 2 and was measured in two facets (three items per 
facet): experienced action regret (example item: “How do you 
feel about shelving/disengaging from one of the goals? (very 
unhappy–very happy)”; αshelving = 0.90, αdisengagement = 0.89) and 
experienced goal regret (example item: “How much do you 
regret currently not working on the shelved/abandoned goal? 
(not at all–very much)”; αshelving = 0.97, αdisengagement = 0.96). 
Both facets of experienced regret were intercorrelated at 
r = 0.59. The selection and wording of regret items was 
informed by previous regret measures (Brehaut et al., 2003).

Data analysis

Because ordinal models are recommended for Likert scale 
data (Bürkner & Vuorre, 2019; Lidell & Kruschke, 2018), 
particularly when Likert responses are zero-inflated or skewed 
(as was the case for some of our dependent variables), we 
adjusted our preregistered analysis plan and analyzed the data 
using Bayesian multilevel cumulative probit models.

We fitted separate models for each dependent variable. To 
test for effects of goal shelving and goal disengagement on 
subjective goal value and experienced goal conflict, we esti-
mated phase 1–phase 2 changes within each condition. To 
examine shelving- and disengagement-differences in these 
changes, we regressed post-prioritization dependent variable 
values (phase 2) on pre-prioritization dependent variable 
values (phase 1) and the condition factor (shelving vs. dis-
engagement): posti = �

0
+ �

1
∗ condition + �

2
∗ prei + �.3 To 

examine predictors of reengagement in vs. disengagement 

3 This model tests whether, adjusting for initial pre-priorization 
(phase 1) differences, participants in the shelving and disengage-
ment condition differed in post-priorization levels of the dependent 
variable. In addition to this model, which was preregistered as our 
approach for testing for differential change, we also compared differ-
ence scores between the two groups, an approach that ignores pos-
sible initial group differences in the dependent variables. The results 
of these additional analyses are presented in the supplemental result 
reports. For a comparison of the two approaches, see Castro-Schillo 
and Grimm (2018) and Pearl et al. (2016).
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from shelved goals (in phase 3), we regressed the reengage-
ment decision values (disengagement vs. reengagement) on 
the difference score of the subjective value of both goals in 
phase 1 and the pre- vs. post-prioritization (phase 1–phase 
2) change score of the subjective value of the shelved and 
prioritized goal. To test for shelving- and disengagement-
related differences in anticipated and experienced regret, 
we regressed dependent variable values (phase 2) on the 
condition factor. To examine associations between experi-
enced goal regret and goal valuation, we regressed experi-
enced action and goal regret on the subjective goal value 
of shelved and abandoned goals prior and after shelving/
disengagement.

To evaluate the evidence for our predictions, we estimated 
size and sign of the coefficients of interest and the amount 
of certainty in these estimates. To this end, we interpret 
posterior means and 95% highest posterior density inter-
vals (HDIs) around the point estimates, henceforth referred 
to as Bayesian 95% credible intervals  (CI95). In addition, 
where applicable, we compared main effect models (post-
priorization score regressed on pre-priorization score) and 
interaction models (post-priorization scores regressed on 
pre-priorization score and condition factor) by inspecting the 
difference in their expected predictive accuracies,  DiffELPD, 
a Bayesian measure of model fit computed via approximate 
leave-one-out cross-validation (LOO-IC; Vehtari et  al., 
2016). We concluded in favor of a model if  DiffELPD was at 
least two times as large as its standard error, DiffELPD ≥  2* 
SEDiffELPD (Vehtari et al., 2017).

We fitted multilevel ordinal models that included random 
intercepts for persons and items to account for dependencies 
between ratings from the same person and between ratings of 
the same item (i.e., we treated the construct-specific items as 
a repeated measure of the respective latent construct). Prior 

distributions used for model parameters were intended to 
be non-informative or very weakly informative; they placed 
most prior density on reasonable parameter values and were 
broad enough to let the data drive inference. Details about 
the priors, convergence behavior, and posterior predictive 
checks can be found in the supplemental result reports on 
OSF.

Most participants divided their efforts approximately 
equally across both conflicting goals in the goal conflict 
phase (phase 1): The mean number of goal choices for 
the health goal was 2.72 and for the social goal was 3.28 
(SD = 1.52). To address our research questions on goal con-
flict and regret, we excluded n = 37 participants who had 
only worked on one goal in the goal conflict phase. The 
remaining predictions were tested on the full sample. All 
models were estimated with the R package brms (Bürkner, 
2017), an R interface to the probabilistic programming lan-
guage Stan (Carpenter et al., 2017).

Results

All estimates are reported and plotted on the latent probit 
scale. Additional visualizations of the predicted response 
probabilities can be found in the supplemental result reports 
on OSF. Table 1 summarizes descriptive statistics by experi-
mental condition and phase.

Motivational changes in shelved, disengaged, 
and prioritized goals

As predicted (H1), participants who behaviorally disengaged 
from a goal also tended to devalue the goal, as evident from 
a phase 1–phase 2 decrease in participants’ goal valuation 

Table 1  Means and standard deviations of variables by condition and phase

Mean scores and standard deviations (in brackets) of the respective 7-point Likert items

Measure Shelving condition (n = 110) Disengagement condition (n = 104)

Reengagers Disengagers

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 3 Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Value prioritized goal 4.01 (1.22) 4.23 (1.44) 3.39 (1.40) 4.82 (1.21) 4.30 (1.13) 4.59 (1.20) 4.45 (1.50)
Value shelved/disengaged goal 3.70 (1.21) 2.93 (1.68) 3.90 (1.50) 2.03 (1.54) 3.77 (1.32) 2.26 (1.62) 2.14 (1.63)
Resource conflict 1.98 (1.52) 0.52 (1.12) 0.65 (1.09) 0.41 (0.86) 2.04 (1.67) 0.48 (1.00) 0.30 (0.73)
Stressfulness 2.96 (1.28) 2.18 (1.39) 2.29 (1.21) 1.57 (1.22) 2.71 (1.43) 2.18 (1.31) 2.06 (1.46)
Goal interference 2.10 (1.77) 0.93 (1.58) 0.85 (1.31) 0.72 (1.26) 2.17 (2.02) 0.82 (1.57) 0.58 (1.08)
Opportunity costs 2.23 (1.72) 1.21 (1.66) 1.26 (1.38) 0.84 (1.25) 1.92 (1.84) 1.18 (1.59) 1.04 (1.42)
Anticipated shelving regret 2.39 (0.96) 2.36 (1.13)
Ant. disengagement regret 3.03 (1.32) 2.98 (1.54)
Experienced goal regret 1.27 (1.55) 2.12 (1.83)
Experienced action regret 1.95 (1.48) 2.27 (1.58)
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(estimate = − 1.06,  CI95 [− 2.00, − 0.93]). Shelved goals 
were not unaltered either: Participants tended to devalue 
the goal they shelved, as evident from a phase 1–phase 
2 decrease in participants’ valuation of the goal (esti-
mate = − 0.50,  CI95 [− 0.63, − 0.38]). However, as predicted 
(H3), goal disengagement led to stronger goal devaluation 
than goal shelving (estimate = 0.22,  CI95 [0.15, 0.28]; for 
model comparisons see Table 2).

At the same time, in both the shelving condition (esti-
mate = 0.24,  CI95 [0.12, 0.37]) and disengagement condition 
(estimate = 0.32,  CI95 [0.19, 0.46]), participants reported a 
pre-post-prioritization (phase 1–phase 2) increase in the 
valuation of the prioritized goal. This pattern suggests that 
goal prioritization via shelving and disengagement bol-
stered, rather than tainted, valuation of the prioritized goal 
(RQ4). Exploratory interaction analyses revealed that the 
bolstering effect was slightly more pronounced in the dis-
engagement condition than in the shelving condition (esti-
mate = − 0.08,  CI95 [− 0.14, − 0.01). A model comparison 
favored the model with interaction term but indicated only 
small (i.e., below-criterion) improvements to model fit when 
including the interaction term (see Table 2). Model predic-
tions are visualized in Fig. 3.

Motivational changes in shelved goals: comparing 
goal “reengagers” vs. “disengagers”

A subsample of n = 61 participants in the shelving condition 
chose to reengage in the shelved goal in phase 3, whereas 
n = 49 participants chose to permanently disengage from 
the shelved goal to continue to focus on their prioritized 
goal in phase 3. In line with prediction H2b, participants 
who reengaged in the shelved goal reported an increase in 
the subjective value of this goal (from phase 2–phase 3; 
estimate = 0.39,  CI95 [0.26, 0.56]; Fig. 4A). At the same 
time, exploratory analyses revealed that these participants 
reported a decrease in the valuation of the previously pri-
oritized goal they now shelved (from phase 2 to phase 3; 
estimate = − 0.43,  CI95 [− 0.43, − 0.60]; Fig. 4B), provid-
ing further evidence for shelving-related goal devaluation. 
In contrast, participants who chose to disengage from the 
shelved goal further devalued this goal (from phase 2–phase 
3; estimate = − 0.30,  CI95 [− 0.49, − 0.11]; Fig. 4A), pro-
viding additional evidence for disengagement-related goal 
devaluation. These participants also reported a further 
increase in the subjective value of the goal they continued 
to prioritize (estimate = 0.23,  CI95 [0.02, 0.43]; Fig. 4B).

Table 2  Results from model 
comparisons of main effects and 
interaction models

M0 = Main Effects Model. M1 = Interaction Model

Analysis ∆elpd SEdiff elpd Criterion

Value shelved/disengaged goal  − 20.4 6.6   3.09 * SEDiff ELPD in favor of M1
Value prioritized goal  − 1.5 2.3   0.65 * SEDiff ELPD in favor of M1
Resource conflict  − 0.8 0.9   0.88 * SEDiff ELPD in favor of M0
Stressfulness  − 0.7 0.8   0.88 * SEDiff ELPD in favor of M0
Goal interference  − 0.9 0.2   4.5 * SEDiff ELPD in favor of M0
Opportunity costs  − 1.1 0.3   3.66 * SEDiff ELPD in favor of M0

Fig. 3  Marginal effects of goal shelving and goal disengagement on 
A the subjective value of non-prioritized (shelved vs. disengaged) 
goals and on B the subjective value of prioritized goals. Points indi-

cate posterior mean estimates of ordered probit model coefficients. 
Error bars indicate 95% CIs
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Shelving condition: antecedents of reengagement 
in vs. disengagement from the shelved goal

As predicted (H5a and H5b), participants in the shelv-
ing condition who reported a greater asymmetry in the 
initial subjective value of the conflicting goals (in phase 
1) and who devalued the shelved goal to a greater extent 
(from phase 1–phase 2) were more likely to disengage 
from (rather than reengage in) the shelved goal in phase 
3  (estimateasymmetry = −  0.55,  CI95 [−  1.01, −  0.13]; 
 estimatedevaluation = − 0.47,  CI95 [− 0.79, − 0.16]). Contrary 
to our expectations (H5c), a greater increase in the valua-
tion of the prioritized goal (from phase 1 to phase 2) did 
not predict disengagement from the shelved goal in favor of 
continuing to prioritize the goal  (estimaterevaluation = − 0.13, 
 CI95 [− 0.59, 0.31]). All of the estimates reported above rep-
resent incremental association from the full model including 
all three predictors.4

Emotional outcomes of goal shelving and goal 
disengagement

Experienced goal conflict

As predicted (H6), both goal disengagement and 
shelving reduced perceived resource conf l ict 
 (estimatedisengagement = −  1.70, 95%  CI95 [−  1.94, 
−  1.46];  estimateshelving = −  1.78, 95%  CI95 [−  2.03, 
−  1.54]) and perceived stressfulness of goal pursuit 
 (estimatedisengagement = − 0.41, 95%  CI95 [− 0.61, − 0.24]; 
 estimateshelving = − 0.52, 95%  CI95 [− 0.70, − 0.36]). As 
predicted (H7), goal disengagement also reduced percep-
tions of goal interference (estimate = − 1.13, 95%  CI95 
[− 1.35, − 0.90]) and opportunity costs (estimate = − 0.73, 
95%  CI95 [− 0.93, − 0.53]). Critically, goal shelving also 
reduced, rather than increased, perceptions of goal interfer-
ence (estimate = − 1.11, 95%  CI95 [− 1.34, − 0.91]) and 
opportunity costs (estimate = − 0.80, 95%  CI95 [− 1.01, 
− 0.61]; RQ8). Model predictions are visualized in Fig. 5. 
Exploratory interaction analyses revealed no evidence for 
shelving- vs. disengagement-related differences in con-
flict alleviation  (estimateresource conflict = − 0.05, 95%  CI95 
[− 0.16, 0.07];  estimatestressfulness = − 0.04, 95%  CI95 [− 0.13, 
0.05];  estimategoal interference = 0.01, 95%  CI95 [− 0.09, 0.12]; 
 estimateopportunity cost = − 0.01, 95%  CI95 [− 0.11, 0.09]). 
Model comparisons favored the more parsimonious models 
without the interaction term, but the criterion for selecting 
the more parsimonious model without the interaction term 
was only met for goal interference and opportunity costs, not 
for resource conflict and stressfulness (see Table 2).

Fig. 4  A Marginal effects of reengaging in (subgroup = reengagers) 
vs. disengaging from (subgroup = disengagers) shelved goals on their 
subjective value. B Marginal effects of shelving (subgroup = reen-
gagers) vs. continuing to prioritize (subgroup = disengagers) initially 

prioritized goals on their subjective value. Points indicate posterior 
mean estimates of ordered probit model coefficients. Error bars indi-
cate 95% CIs

4 Further exploratory analyses revealed that the two shelving sub-
groups (reengagers vs. disengagers) did not differ in their  initial 
valuation (in phase 1) of the initially shelved goal (estimate = − 0.18, 
 CI95 [−  0.58, 0.19]; Fig.  2A). However, they did differ in their ini-
tial valuation of the initially prioritized goal: Those participants who 
disengaged from the shelved goal in phase 3 to continue to work on 
the initially prioritized goal initially valued (in phase 1) the initially 
prioritized goal more than those participants who chose to reengage 
in the shelved goal in phase 3 rather than continuing to work on the 
initially prioritized goal (estimate = 0.54,  CI95 [0.08, 0.99]; Fig. 2B). 
Additional subgroup analyses and visualizations can be found in the 
supplemental result reports on OSF.
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Anticipated and experienced regret

As predicted (H9a), prior to condition assignment, partici-
pants reported lower anticipated regret for goal shelving 
than for goal disengagement (estimate = − 0.66, 95%  CI95 
[− 0.79, − 0.53]). Also in line with our prediction (H9b), 
participants who shelved a goal reported lower experienced 
regret than participants who disengaged from a goal; both 
in terms of experienced goal regret (estimate = − 1.29, 
 CI95 [−  0.38, −  2.26]) and experienced action regret 

(estimate = −  0.52,  CI95 [−  0.03, −  1.06]). Additional 
exploratory analyses revealed that group differences in expe-
rienced action and goal regret also emerged when adjust-
ing for group differences in the subjective value of shelved/
disengaged goals in phase 2  (estimategoal regret = − 0.94,  CI95 
[− 1.37, − 0.51];  estimateaction regret = − 0.36,  CI95 [− 0.61, 
− 0.12]), indicating that observed group differences in regret 
are not related to group differences in goal valuation. Model 
predictions are visualized in in Fig. 6.

Fig. 5  Marginal effects of goal shelving and goal disengagement on the experience of A resource conflict, B stressfulness of goal pursuit, C goal 
interference, and D opportunity cost. Points indicate posterior mean estimates of ordered probit model coefficients. Error bars indicate 95% CIs

Fig. 6  Marginal effects of goal shelving and goal disengagement on the experience of A anticipated regret, B experienced goal regret, and C 
experienced action regret. Points indicate posterior mean estimates of ordered probit model coefficients. Error bars indicate 95% CIs
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Antecedents and correlates of experienced regret

Although participants, on average, tended to devalue 
shelved and disengaged goals, there was variation in par-
ticipants’ subjective valuation of the shelved and dis-
engaged goal within each condition (SDshelving = 1.68; 
SDdisengagement = 1.62). As predicted (H10), within the dis-
engagement group, higher levels of experienced goal regret 
were associated with greater valuation of the disengaged 
goal prior to disengagement  (estimateprior = 0.57,  CI95 
[0.25, 0.89]) and after disengagement  (estimateafter = 0.57, 
 CI95 [0.37, 0.78]). Similarly, within the shelving group, 
higher levels of experienced goal regret were associ-
ated with greater valuation of the shelved goal prior to 
shelving  (estimateprior = 0.48,  CI95 [0.21, 0.76]) and after 
shelving  (estimateafter = 0.34,  CI95 [0.15, 0.53]). Addi-
tional exploratory interaction analyses revealed no evi-
dence for shelving- vs. disengagement-related differences 
in the association between experienced goal regret and 
goal valuation, neither prior to nor after shelving/dis-
engagement  (estimateprior = − 0.05,  CI95 [− 0.25, 0.14]; 
 estimateafter = − 0.12,  CI95 [− 0.26, 0.02]).

Within the disengagement group, a similar pattern 
emerged for experienced action regret: Higher levels of 
experienced action regret were associated with greater valu-
ation of the disengaged goal, both prior to disengagement 
 (estimateprior = 0.31,  CI95 [0.03, 0.59]) and after disengage-
ment  (estimateafter = 0.46,  CI95 [0.28, 0.64]). However, con-
trary to our expectations, experienced action regret was not 
associated with the subjective value of shelved goals, nei-
ther prior to shelving  (estimateprior = − 0.06,  CI95 [− 0.30, 
0.18]) nor after shelving  (estimateafter = − 0.04,  CI95 [− 0.21, 
0.13]). Exploratory interaction analyses revealed that the 
association between experienced action regret and goal valu-
ation, both prior to and after shelving/disengagement, was 
stronger in the disengagement condition than in the shelv-
ing condition  (estimateprior = − 0.17,  CI95 [− 0.35, − 0.01]; 
 estimateafter = − 0.25,  CI95 [− 0.37, − 0.13]). Model predic-
tions are visualized in Fig. 7.

Fig. 7  Model predictions for associations of experienced goal regret 
and experienced action regret with the subjective value of shelved/
disengaged goals prior to shelving/disengagement (A, C) and after 

shelving/disengagement (B, D). Regression lines indicate posterior 
mean estimates of the ordered probit model coefficients. Filled area 
reflects 95% CIs
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Discussion

To resolve goal conflicts and ensure success in their goals, 
people need to selectively invest their efforts into a small 
number of goals and prioritize some goal pursuits over 
others. While a growing amount of research has addressed 
the proximal antecedents of goal prioritization (Neal et al., 
2017; Schmidt & Dolis, 2009), and while theoretical work 
has suggested that sequencing goal pursuits across time 
can help manage resource restrictions (Orehek & Vazeou-
Nieuwenhuis, 2013), little is known on the proximal psycho-
logical outcomes of prioritizing goals. The current research 
provides first experimental evidence on motivational and 
emotional outcomes of temporary shelving or permanently 
disengaging from a conflicting goal in favor of prioritizing 
a different goal. Does it make a difference to give up on a 
goal for good or intend to return to the goal later? In terms of 
motivational outcomes, results suggest that people devalue 
goals they shelve, but less so than goals they disengage from, 
and revalue goals they prioritize. In terms of emotional out-
comes, results suggest that the shelving of conflicting goals 
provides the same emotional benefits as goal disengagement 
but at fewer emotional costs: Goal shelving and goal disen-
gagement were similarly effective at reducing different facets 
of experienced goal conflict, but people regretted shelving 
goals less than disengaging from them.

Overall, the present findings support predicted motiva-
tional differences between temporary shelving and perma-
nent disengagement. Behavioral disengagement resulted 
in greater goal devaluation than behavioral shelving. Yet, 
shelved goals were not unaffected: People tended to devalue 
the shelved goal while they were no longer engaged in it 
and revalued it upon reengagement. In other words: Goal 
valuation traced behavioral goal engagement. These find-
ings suggests that subjective goal value is dynamic (e.g., 
Berkman et al., 2017), and provide evidence that behavioral 
goal disengagement can be both a cause and a consequence 
of goal devaluation: Disengagement and shelving resulted 
in goal devaluation, and a greater devaluation of shelved 
goals predicted subsequent disengagement from shelved 
goals. These findings provide first experimental evidence on 
proximal processes of goal disengagement and extend previ-
ous research, which has mainly addressed goal disengage-
ment from an individual difference perspective (for recent 
reviews, see Barlow et al., 2020; Brandstätter & Bernecker, 
2022; Wrosch & Scheier, 2020). Yet, although the current 
data suggests co-variation of behavioral and motivational 
disengagement, we do not know whether participants imme-
diately devalued the shelved/disengaged goal (i.e., directly 
after having chosen which goal to shelve/disengage from), 
or did so after a period of behavioral disengagement. Fur-
ther research is needed to better understand the (temporal 

dynamics of) processes that may underlie the observed goal 
devaluation pattern.

In terms of motivational implications for prioritized 
goals, the current findings suggest that “the grass is 
greener where you water it.” Shelving and disengagement 
from a conflicting goal bolstered, rather than tainted, the 
subjective value of the prioritized goal. Results from the 
parameter estimation approach suggest that this effect was 
slightly stronger for disengagement than for shelving, but the 
present evidence for this interaction was weak and should be 
considered to be preliminary, as the results from the model 
comparison did not strongly favor the interaction over the 
main effects model (according to our pre-specified decision 
criterion). The specific processes underlying these observed 
prioritization effects remain to be addressed. Yet, contrary 
to our expectations, greater bolstering of the prioritized goal 
did not predict disengagement from the shelved goal in favor 
of focusing on the prioritized goal. Rather, initial prefer-
ences mattered: People with a greater initial preference for 
one of the conflicting goals were more likely to later choose 
to continue to prioritize that goal and disengage from the 
shelved goal.

In terms of emotional benefits, both goal shelving and 
disengagement effectively reduced perceptions of resource 
conflict and the associated stressfulness of goal pursuit. 
Moreover, shelving was just as effective as disengagement 
at reducing perceptions of goal interference and opportu-
nity costs. This contradicts the proposition that behavioral 
disengagement in absence of motivational disengagement 
may cause distress (Wrosch et al., 2003; see also Freund & 
Tomasik, 2021). Rather, it seems that taking a short, tem-
porary break from a goal can relieve motivational conflict 
even when people remain motivationally committed to the 
goal. However, successful conflict reduction through shelv-
ing, more so than through disengagement, may hinge on a 
person’s ability to “shield” (e.g., Shah et al., 2002) shelved 
goals, limiting their interference with the focal goal pursuit. 
Future research should attempt to specify the conditions 
under which “not now” or “never” can be experienced as 
more or less beneficial.

Goal shelving and goal disengagement provided similar 
emotional benefits, but differed in their costs: People antici-
pated and experienced fewer shelving- than disengagement-
related regrets. As prior research has shown that anticipated 
regret affects decisions in various domains (e.g., Kirkebøen 
& Teigen, 2011; Zeelenberg, 1999; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 
2007), differences in anticipated regret may underlie prefer-
ences for goal shelving over disengagement. This is one of 
the questions to be addressed in future research on anteced-
ents of shelving and disengagement. The finding that revers-
ible shelving decisions were linked to lower experienced 
regret than irreversible disengagement decisions contra-
dicts previous findings that people tend to prefer reversible 
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decisions but tend to be more satisfied with irreversible ones 
(Gilbert & Ebert, 2002). However, previous work examined 
people’s satisfaction with a chosen object, while the present 
results concern goals and suggest that people associate and 
experience fewer costs with reversible goal prioritization 
(for similar findings, see Kirkebøen & Teigen, 2011).

The results on antecedents and correlates of experienced 
regret integrate some of the findings on motivational and 
emotional outcomes. Participants who experienced greater 
regret about disengaging from the conflicting goal also val-
ued the goal to a greater extent, both prior and after dis-
engagement. This finding underlines the adaptive value of 
reducing the desirability of goals one no longer pursues, a 
theoretical proposition (e.g., Brandstädter & Rothermund, 
2002; Carver & Scheier, 1998; Heckhausen et al., 2010; 
Wrosch et al., 2003) that has, to our knowledge, not yet 
received empirical support (for longitudinal observational 
evidence, see Salmela-Aro & Suikkari, 2008). A more differ-
entiated picture emerged for goal shelving: Greater valuation 
of shelved goals was linked to greater regret about having 
to (temporarily) withdraw from the goal but not to greater 
regret about the shelving of the goal itself. This dissocia-
tion may be linked to the perceived reversibility of shelving, 
which renders shelving less costly, regardless of how highly 
shelved goals are valued.

Limitations

The strengths of experimental designs (i.e., its high inter-
nal validity) also introduce certain limitations. To isolate 
the outcomes of shelving and disengagement from their 
antecedents, we experimentally induced goal shelving and 
goal disengagement by instructing participants to shelve or 
disengage from one goal. Consequently, participants had 
little control over the decision to shelve or disengage from 
the conflicting goal. However, regret is generally thought to 
emerge when people attribute an event to internal rather than 
external factors (e.g., Tracy & Robins, 2004). We tried to 
allow for some perceptions of control by means of allowing 
participants to choose which goal to shelve/disengage from, 
but nevertheless, regret ratings in our data were positively 
skewed. Another limitation is that we used task goals, which 
was necessary to induce goal conflict in an experimentally 
controlled setting. Although the subjective goal value ratings 
indicated that participants valued the goals, goal conflict 
ratings indicate that the experimental setting did not induce 
high levels of goal conflict. To address the limitations of 
the present design and explore the generalizability of the 
present results, future work should examine processes of dis-
engagement and shelving in (a) self-initiated disengagement 
and shelving decisions that refer to (b) personal long-term 
goals, and (c) longer periods of time (e.g., days, months, 

years). Psychological outcomes of shelving likely depend 
on the length of the shelving period. For instance, the longer 
shelved goals sit in the shelf, the more people may tend to 
idealize them, as with increasing psychological distance to 
the goal, people may increasingly tend to think about the 
goal in terms of their more abstract and high-level features 
(e.g., Trope & Liberman, 2010; but see Maier et al., 2022), 
which for many goals, tend to be positive, and may decreas-
ingly tend to think about the more concrete and low-level 
features of the goal, some of which can also be negative, 
even for valued goals (e.g., daily life hassles that were linked 
to the goal pursuit). Permanently disengaging from such a 
long-term shelved goal might be even more difficult than it 
would have been at the outset. Alternatively, shelved goals 
might “gather dust” the longer that people don’t engage in 
them and the longer they are not reminded of the benefits 
that are linked to the pursuit of the goals. In addition, life 
circumstances may change while goals sit in the shelf. For 
instance, traveling through Morocco on a camel might seem 
attractively adventurous at the age of 25, but mainly uncom-
fortable at the age of 50, rendering disengagement from the 
goal easier than before.

Future work will also benefit from linking the observed 
consequences of shelving and disengagement decisions to 
their distinct antecedents. The present research focused on 
time-based goal conflict as an antecedent of shelving and 
disengagement. However, various individual, contextual, 
and goal-related factors may underlie a person’s decision to 
permanently disengage from or temporarily shelve a goal, 
and the antecedents of these decisions are certainly worthy 
of investigation. For instance, differences in expectations 
for future goal-related opportunities may shape preferences 
for shelving or disengagement. For this reason, older adults 
may prefer goal disengagement over goal shelving. With 
increasing age, future time perspective decreases (Lang & 
Carstensen, 2002), and with this the possibility to pursue 
goals (Baltes et al., 2006). This might lead older adults to 
think more along the lines of “now or never” than younger 
adults, who can afford to imagine revisiting shelved goals in 
the future (Mayer & Freund, 2022).

Conclusion

To reduce goal conflict and ensure success in their most val-
ued goals, people often need to prioritize among goals. This 
study presents first experimental evidence on benefits and 
costs of resolving goal conflict through discontinuing the 
pursuit of a conflicting goal temporarily (i.e., goal shelving) 
or permanently (i.e., goal disengagement). Taken together, 
the results suggest that shelving goals may allow people to 
“have their cake and eat it too:” to reap the benefits of goal 
prioritization while minimizing its costs.
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