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Opportunis t i c p lann ing :  Tti e influenc e o f  abstrac t  feature s o n rem ind in g 

Andrea L. Patalano, Travis L. Seymour, and Colleen M. Seifert 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Universit y  o f  Michiga n 

AnnAitwr.M I  48109-110 9 
patalanoeumlch.ed u 

A pendin g goa l  i s a  goa l  tha t  ha s bee n store d i n lon g ter m 
memory fo r  eventua l  achievemen t  Fo r  example ,  on e migh t 
hav e a  pendin g goa l  o f  mailin g a  lette r  late r  i n th e day ,  o r  o f 
buyin g mil k a t  th e grocer y store .  H o w d o peopl e remembe r 
t o achiev e pendin g goals ? I t  ha s bee n suggeste d tha t 
pendin g goal s ar e spontaneousl y associate d a t  encodin g wit h 
on e o r  mor e situation s unde r  whic h the y migh t  b e achieve d 
( H a m m o n d,  Converse .  Marks .  &  Seifert ,  1993) .  I n thi s 
way ,  opportunitie s t o achiev e pendin g goal s ar e recognize d 
becaus e th e opportunitie s themselve s serv e a s retrieva l  cues . 
A numbe r  o f  experiment s (Patalano ,  H a m m o n d,  an d Seifert , 
1993 )  hav e show n tha t  recognitio n o f  q)portunitie s t o 
achiev e pradin g goal s improve s whe n th e goal s ar e 
associate d a t  encodin g wit h concret e description s o f  late r 
opportunities .  Fo r  example ,  encodin g th e goa l  o f  mailin g a 
lette r  (e.g. ,  b y thinkin g o f  th e fac t  tha t  ther e i s a  mailbo x o n 
th e wa y t o work )  increase s th e likelihoo d o f  actuall y 
rememberin g t o mai l  th e lette r  upo n passin g th e mailbox . 

N o studie s t o date ,  however ,  hav e provide d an y 
suggestio n a s t o whethe r  o r  no t  thi s mechanis m extend s 
beyon d concret e cu e objects ,  suc h a s mailboxes ,  t o mor e 
abstrac t  pla n features .  Fo r  example ,  doe s encodin g th e goa l 
of  removin g a  stuc k rin g from  one' s flnger  b y thinkin g 
abstractl y o f  usin g " a lulnicant "  increas e recognitio n o f  th e 
opportunit y t o us e a  concret e instanc e o f  " a stic k o f  butter " 
t o remov e th e ring ? O r  mus t  on e directl y encod e th e 
associativ e lin k betwee n butte r  an d th e goa l  i n orde r  t o 
benefi t  from  elaboratio n a t  encoding ? Furthermore ,  ther e i s 
n o evidenc e regardin g whethe r  o r  no t  peopl e actuall y 
generat e thes e abstrac t  elaboration s o n thei r  own . 

Th e first  o f  tw o studie s addresse s th e questio n o f  whethe r 
or  no t  peopl e generat e abstrac t  reminding s o n thei r  own .  I n 
thi s experiment ,  durin g th e goa l  stud y phase ,  participant s 
wer e presente d eac h o f  a  serie s o f  goal s i n th e contex t  o f  a 
concret e pla n fo r  achievin g th e goa l  (e.g. .  You r  goa l  i s t o 
remov e a n elasti c ban d fro m a  hig h shelf .  H o w coul d yo u 
us e a  hocke y stic k i n a  pla n t o achiev e thi s goal?) .  Durin g 
th e remindin g phase ,  participant s wer e p-esente d wit h 
object s o f  eac h o f  th e followin g types :  identica l  object s 
(e.g. ,  hocke y stick) ,  same-abstract-pla n object s (e.g. ,  yar d 
stick) ,  different-abstract-pla n object s (e.g. ,  ste p ladder) ,  an d 
irrelevan t  filler  object s (e.g. ,  coffe e m u g ) . 

A s a  whole ,  participant s recognize d th e greates t  numbe r 
o f  opportunitie s t o achiev e goal s i n respons e t o identica l 
objects .  Tlii s  make s sens e i n tha t  bot h a n elaborativ e lin k 
an d a  primin g effec t  coul d pla y a  rol e i n facilitatin g thes e 
remindings .  M o r e interestingly ,  participant s als o recognize d 
a greate r  numbe r  o f  of^rtunitie s i n th e contex t  o f  sam e -
abstract-pla n a s compare d wit h different-abstract-pla n 

objects .  Thi s suggest s that ,  o n th e whole ,  participant s di d 
encod e th e abstrac t  plan s implie d b y th e concret e object s 
presente d a t  encoding .  A  mor e in-dept h loo k a t  individua l 
pattern s o f  responses ,  however ,  reveale d tha t  onl y hal f  o f  th e 
participant s showe d th e abov e patter n o f  results .  Th e 
remainder  showe d n o improvemen t  fo r  same-abstract-pla n 
ove r  differcnt-abstract-pla n objects . 

I n ligh t  o f  th e fac t  tha t  onl y a  subse t  o f  participant s 
appeare d t o spontaneousl y generat e abstrac t  plans ,  th e 
secon d experimen t  explore d th e mor e basi c questio n o f 
whethe r  o r  no t  peopl e ca n tak e advantag e o f  abstrac t  plan s i f 
th e plan s ar e presente d expUcitl y  a t  th e tim e o f  encoding .  I n 
thi s experiment ,  durin g th e goa l  stud y phase ,  participant s 
wer e presente d wit h goal s i n th e contex t  o f  abstrac t  plan s fo r 
achievin g eac h goa l  (e.g. .  You r  goa l  i s t o remov e a  stuc k 
rin g from  you r  finger .  I f  yo u ha d a  lul»icant ,  yo u coul d 
slid e of f  th e ring.) .  Durin g th e remindin g phase ,  participant s 
wer e p^sente d with :  same-abstract-pla n object s (e.g. . 
butter) ,  different-abstract-pla n object s (e.g. ,  screwdriver) , 
and irrelevan t  filler  object s (e.g. ,  coffe e mug) . 

I n thi s experiment ,  participant s recognize d mor e 
opportunitie s t o achiev e goal s i n th e contex t  o f  same -
abstract-pla n a s compare d wit h different-abstract-pla n 
objects .  Unlik e th e firs t  experiment ,  ther e wer e n o strikin g 
individua l  differences ,  thu s suggestin g tha t  peopl e ca n 
generall y tak e advantag e o f  abstrac t  plan s eve n whe n the y 
canno t  generat e the m themselves . 

I t  ca n thu s b e conclude d fro m thi s wor k tha t  generatin g 
abstrac t  plan s a t  encodin g i s a  usefu l  strateg y fo r  improvin g 
qjportunit y recognition ,  bu t  tha t  ther e m a y b e individua l 
difference s i n whethe r  o r  no t  abstract-pla n generatio n i s 
don e spontaneously .  Thi s researc h i s importan t  becaus e i t 
suggest s tha t  encodin g technique s m a y b e develope d t o hel p 
peopl e recogniz e a  wide r  rang e o f  opportunities ,  diu s 
improvin g thei r  efficienc y an d productivit y i n goa l 
execution .  I t  als o suggest s tha t  som e plannin g behavio r  ma y 
be accounte d fo r  b y th e sam e associativ e memor y principle s 
tha t  gover n othe r  cognitiv e tasks . 
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