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Chapter 8: Unattainable educational goals

Traditionally, it has been thought that giving wgrgonal goals is an undesirable response to
difficulties. However, is it always positive in tes of well-being to be highly committed to
one’s goals? This study raises this question irctireext of educational goals which come
to be seen as unattainable. In this context, wesitigated the consequences of goal
commitment, goal disengagement, and goal reengademe several dimensions of
subjective well-being. Some 357 students who hathindd secondary-school leaving
gualifications enabling them to enter universitgk@art in the first wave of data collection;
186 of them participated in the second wave. Thelt® show that the positive impact of
goal commitment on well-being disappears, or evecolmes negative, when the goal is
perceived as unattainable. Moreover, disengageframta perceived unattainable goal was
found to have beneficial effects on self-masterg antisfaction with life. However, this
disengagement is not enough to reduce depressiueas to be combined with reengagement
with an alternative goal. Those results are disissd suggestions for future research and
for counselling are formulated.

Goal commitment; goal disengagement; goal reengagersubjective well-being; higher education

Traditionnellement, I'abandon de ses projets egtsicgré comme une réponse non
souhaitable face aux difficultés. Etre fortemengjaagé envers ses buts est-il pour autant
toujours positif ? Notre étude souléve cette qoastians le contexte de la premiére année
dans I'enseignement supérieur et de la confromafidy vivent certains étudiants avec des
buts de formation gu'ils percoivent comme deveniaatteignables. Dans ce contexte, nous
analysons les conséquences de I'engagement, dugdésenent et du réengagement sur
plusieurs dimensions du bien-étre. 357 étudiarastagbtenu le dipléme de I'enseignement
secondaire ont participé a une premiére phase atdteéde données. 186 d’entre eux ont
pris part a une seconde phase. Les résultats sonatieque I'impact positif de I'engagement

envers un but sur le bien-étre disparait, voiraeddwnégatif, quand le but en question est
percu comme inatteignable. Par ailleurs, le désgmgant d'un but percu comme

inatteignable a des effets positifs en termes dérsent de contrdle et de satisfaction par
rapport a la vie. Cependant, ce désengagementpassuffisant pour réduire la dépression.

Pour ce faire, il doit étre combiné a un réengagenemvers un but alternatif. Nous

terminons par une discussion des résultats et pomodes pistes de travail.

Engagement envers un but ; désengagement d’'unrbahgagement envers un but ; bien-étre subjectif ;

enseignement supérieur
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Chapter 8: Unattainable educational goals

Introduction

The transition from secondary school to univergta key point in students’ educational
trajectories, as it requires them to make importareer choices. Increasingly, advisers try to
develop interventions to guide students in the wanson of their educational goals. Most of
these interventions are aimed at helping studesgfinelan educational goal for themselves, and
increasing their commitment to this goal. This warknfluenced by the generally acknowledged
positive role of goal commitment. The positive camsences of being highly committed to an
educational goal have been extensively demonsteateairically (e.g., Boudrenghien, Frenay, &
Bourgeois, 2011; Germeijs & Verschueren, 2007)t lBgh commitment can also have negative
consequences (Pomerantz, Saxon, & Oishi, 200Qjcpkarly when students have goals that they
perceive as unattainable. However, this negatige 8 high goal commitment has rarely been

investigated.

A notable exception is the work of some researcfes, Brandtstadter & Rothermund,
2002; Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003a) waee begun to show the benefits of two
processes in the self-regulation of perceived aireble goals. These are goal disengagement
and goal reengagement. However, these processes denerally been studied as personal
tendencies. There is still a need for research hen delf-regulation of a specific type of
unattainable goals, namely educational goals. [Qutieir first year at college, a considerable
number of students will feel that their initial edtional goal is unattainable. The present study
aimed to investigate the consequences of high coment to an educational goal for students’
subjective well-being when this goal is perceived anattainable. The processes of
disengagement from the unattainable educationdlagmhreengagement to another goal are also

analysed for their impact on subjective well-being.
The Consequences of Goal Commitment

Goal commitment—the extent to which a particulaalge associated with a strong sense
of determination and with the willingness to inveffort in attaining it—and its consequences
have been investigated in several empirical stu@ee Pomerantz et al. [2000] for a review).
These studies have identified numerous positives@eguences of a strong commitment to a goal.

Among others, they have shown that when peoplevarg committed to their goals, they are
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Chapter 8: Unattainable educational goals

more likely to be successful at achieving them (BV&lSheeran, 2005) and more likely to persist
in their pursuit (e.g., Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1®@9Carver & Scheier, 1998). Moreover, goal
commitment has positive effects on subjective Wwellkg. People who are very committed to
their goals see their lives as exceptionally megiin(McGregor & Little, 1998; Wrosch et al.,
2003a) and experience a good deal of positive emdfeeling proud, happy, and joyful) (e.qg.,
Emmons, 1986). Pomerantz et al. (2000) showedpttraeptions of accomplishment can account
for the relationship between goal investment ansitipe emotions. These emotions in turn give
rise to few depressive symptoms. Moreover, purposife has been shown to be related to
feelings of control (Ryff & Keyes, 1995).

The more specific consequences of a high commitn@ran educational goal were
investigated by Germeijs and Verschueren (2007)eduncational goal is defined as the goal the
student is pursuing in choosing his or her stushgmmme. Their results suggest that, within the
career decision-making process, commitment to taig the most important predictor of choice
satisfaction, choice stability, and adjustmenthe thosen option, and is therefore an indirect
predictor of performance. Moreover, Boudrenghiemlef2011) showed the positive impact of
educational goal commitment on persistence intantb college, which is one of the main
predictors of academic achievement and persistéNeiville et al., 2007; Tinto, 1997).
However, to our knowledge, the consequences ofjla tdommitment to an educational goal on

students’ well-being were not investigated.

All these results support the general impressian $trong commitment to personal goals
is important, and therefore giving up a goal isiadesirable response to difficulty (Wrosch et al.,
2003a). However, some authors have begun to shatsttong commitment to a goal can also
increase psychological distress (e.g., worryinggsst), and therefore have a negative impact on
physical health. More specifically, Pomerantz es4P000) study showed that a high level of
goal investment increases psychological distressadse failure would be upsetting. Moreover, a
continuing commitment to unfeasible goals may tesuthe individual being caught in barren
life paths (Brandtstadter & Rothermund, 2002). Téuperience of slow progress toward goal
attainment or even failure may have a negative ahpe subjective well-being (Carver &
Scheier, 1990).
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Chapter 8: Unattainable educational goals

Unattainable Educational Goals

People who perceive themselves as unable to atapecific goal whatever their efforts
are likely to perceive this goal as unattainabledqd@h et al., 2003a). During the first year at
university, a certain proportion of students wirgeive their educational goal as much more
difficult to attain than what they had imagined whibey chose their study program. Among
them, some students will even progressively peectieir educational goal as becoming out of
reach. There can be various reasons for the eduehtijoals to be perceived as unattainable
Some students have focused, sometimes since anagg| on a vocational dream, but have not
thought about the educational requirements of dneam; they are pursuing a goal which does
not match their competences (Miller & Brickman, 200 Moreover, the transition from
secondary school to university involves a lot cirefes: the picture students had of the academic
requirements at the end of secondary school magutte different from the actual demands
made of them at university (Tinto, 1997). In thaansetting, even if students thought about the
requirements of their educational goal when theysehit, unexpected failure in academic tasks
occurs quite frequently (Wrosch et al.,, 2003a), awvhican give rise to perceived goal
unattainability. Moreover, the attainable or unatiéle character of the goals is particularly
evident in the educational system due to the frejaed clear positive or negative feed-back
given to students on their progress. It is theeefomarticularly interesting to investigate the self-

regulation of perceived unattainable goals in duiscational context.

When facing problems in the pursuit of a goal, peaan react in two different ways:
either they tenaciously continue to be committeth&r goal even in the face of obstacles, and
try to modify the situation to accord with the g@as$similative tendency); or they disengage from
the goal, and adjust their aims to the constragfitshe situation (accommodative tendency)
(Brandtstadter & Renner, 1990; Brandtstadter & Rotiund, 2002). Based on the expectancy-
value model (Eccles & Wigdfield, 2002), people whaubt their ability to attain their goal should

be more likely to abandon it. However, not everygives up his goal equally easily. This task is

! The terms “attainable” and “unattainable” are ttichotomous to qualify the students’ perceptiotheir ability to

attain their educational goal. We consider thatl gttainability is a continuous variable going frarperception of
the goal as totally unattainable to a perceptiothefgoal as totally attainable through perceptiointhe goal as not
very attainable, moderately attainable and qui@ireable. However, in the present paper, the téatiainable” and

“unattainable” will be used to designate this comtius variable, mainly because it's how it is nefdrin the

literature (e.g., Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, Sch&zCarver, 2003b).

273



Chapter 8: Unattainable educational goals

relatively difficult and people who have a strorense of personal control and efficacy may be
less ready to adjust their goal to the situatiorafBltstadter & Renner, 1990; Wrosch, Miller,

Scheier, & Brun de Pontet, 2007). Moreover, notgalals are equally easy to disengage from.
Disengagement is likely to be difficult from goalghich occupy a central place in the

hierarchical goal structure (Boudrenghien et &112 Carver & Scheier, 1998).

Being aware of one’s inability to attain a goalwbich one is strongly committed has
been shown to be likely to give rise to depressiBrandtstaddter and Rothermund (2002)
suggested that the disengagement from the barrak @od the building up of a new personal
goal, could put an end to this depressive phasandistadter and Renner (1990) therefore
suggested a new explanation for the occurrenceepfedsive symptoms: “The onset, duration,
and severity of depressive episodes depend not amlthe degree of perceived control over
personally important developmental domains (asytat&d by learned helplessness theories) but
as well on the ability or willingness to disengdgem unfeasible goals and to build up new
commitments and developmental perspectives” (pf%4However, given that accommodative
processes often have negative connotations, asangy for resignation, these processes were
neglected for a long time by research on motiva{idrandtstadter & Rothermund, 2002). The
empirical studies conducted by Wrosch and his aglies (Wrosch et al., 2007; Wrosch et al.,
2003a; Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, Schulz, & CarvedP3b) on goal disengagement are a notable
exception. These studies are based on the veryasiggsumption that “in situations in which
people are confronted with unattainable goals, titsnaccrue from the capacities to abandon
goal-directed activities and to reengage in valakdrnative goals” (Wrosch et al., 2003b, pp.
1494-1495). Goal disengagement and goal reengagesnerthe two adaptive self-regulation
processes in which people who are faced with a gbaih they perceive to be unattainable can

engage. They are discussed below.
Goal Disengagement

Goal disengagement is defined as the ease withhwbéople reported being able to
reduce effort and relinquish commitment toward goahich they perceived as unattainable
(Wrosch et al., 2003b). When the obstacles are asetwo great to overcome, Wrosch et al.
(2003a) argue that giving up goal commitment alldtws individual to stop trying to attain

something that appears to be impossible, prevespisated failure, and therefore preserves
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subjective well-being by avoiding the potential tidiss associated with commitment to an
unattainable goal. The capacity to relinquish wa#tble goals should be a process as central to
adaptive self-regulation as goal pursuit (O’Conteaser, Whyte, MacHale, & Masterton, 2009).
Focusing on specific goals (e.g., becoming a mptteareloping an intimate relationship), several
studies have provided support for this idea, an@&newhown an association between
disengagement from perceived unattainable goalshaidlevels of subjective well-being (e.g.,
Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Fleeson, 2001; Wrosch & Haokbn, 1999).

Wrosch et al. (2003b) completed this approach efcic goals by investigating goal
disengagement as a more general characteristrfiduals. They differentiated among people
who found it relatively easy to disengage from rthgoals, and people for whom this
disengagement was much more difficult. Studies gotetl by Wrosch et al. (2003b) showed that
people’s general tendencies to disengage fromainatile goals are associated with subjective
well-being (e.g., high levels of self-mastery, Itavels of depressive symptoms). Other studies
showed that physical health is positively influeshcky adaptive goal disengagement and
confirmed that this impact is mediated by changesubjective well-being (Wrosch et al., 2007).
It should be noted that the disengagement studiafosch and his colleagues was an envisaged
or projected disengagement; further research conotdrestingly complete this work by

investigating the consequences of actual disengagem
Reengagement with Alternative Goals

If individuals have disengaged from a previouslydhgoal, they will then be faced with
two possibilities: either they will adopt a new foar they won’t. Various ways of reengaging
with an alternative goal were proposed by Wroscal.ef2003a). These could be for example to
scale back to a more limited goal in the same dor(ag., a student who has disengaged from
the goal of becoming a surgeon and who reengagi tgoal of becoming a nurse) or to form a
new goal in another domain (e.g., a student whodmsengaged from the goal of becoming a
teacher and who reengages to the goal of becomilagvyer, having discovered that he/she

prefers or feels more able to protect children timaimave a continuous role on their education).

Wrosch et al. (2003b) were among the first to itigase reengagement in a valued

alternative goal as part of the self-regulatiorpefceived unattainable goals. Goal reengagement
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is defined as the extent to which people can ifieatnd commit to alternative goals when they
are confronted with perceived unattainable goalsofsh et al., 2003a). Wrosch et al. (2003a)
suggested that goal disengagement is “an adaps@onse when it leads to the taking up of
other goals” (p. 7). More specifically, Wrosch &t(2003b) hypothesised that goal reengagement
enhances subjective well-being because it is likelghange the person’s focus on the failure
associated with the initial goal into a focus oe gositive aspects associated with the new goal.
Wrosch et al. (2003b) showed that young adultsegartendencies to reengage in an alternative
goal when they realised that their original goabwaattainable were associated with high levels
of self-mastery and purpose in life, and low levelsperceived stress and intrusive thoughts,

independent of the effect of goal disengagement.

In addition to these main effects of disengagenaaut reengagement on subjective well-
being, Wrosch et al. (2003b) also showed an intemraceffect between both predictors in
predicting self-mastery, perceived stress, andcaffealance. The positive effect of goal
reengagement on subjective well-being was partiyutaarked if the young adult had difficulty
disengaging from unattainable goals. Reengageneems to be less necessary for young adults
who can disengage from the perceived unattainabkd. gA similar interaction effect was
observed by Wrosch et al. (2007), who showed tloal geengagement tendencies were only
(positively) related to subjective well-being (j.dife satisfaction) and physical health among

young adults who had poor disengagement capacities.

However, this interaction effect varies dependinglee population being studied. Among
older adults, goal disengagement needs to be a@uet by reengagement to alternative
meaningful goals in order to positively influencellabeing (Wrosch et al., 2003b). For older
adults who have difficulty defining alternative d¢mat might be better to stay committed to their
initial unattainable goal, than not to be committedany goal. However, for young adults,
disengagement from the unattainable goal seeme teufficient to positively influence well-
being, even if it is not immediately accompaniedd&@sngagement with a new goal. Wrosch et al.
(2003b) suggest that the potential distress duegatong disengaged from an unattainable goal
without finding a new goal to pursue is probablyueed, among young adults, by their
characteristically positive expectations aboutrthgures. They are optimistic about their ability

to commit to another goal later. A similar interanteffect to that shown by Wrosch et al. among
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older adults was observed by O’Connor et al. (200B¢y studied another population, namely a
clinical sample of patients hospitalised after igide attempt. The suicidal ideation was found to
be stronger among patients characterised by alégt of goal disengagement but a low level of
goal reengagement than among patients with a kigtl bf goal disengagement and a high level

of goal reengagement.

The interaction effect observed by Wrosch and likeagues (Wrosch et al., 2007;
Wrosch et al.,, 2003b) among young adults is of ifipeinterest for our investigation of the
consequences of students’ reactions to unattainadhleational goals. This result differs from
these authors’ general assumption of the necedsitrombine goal disengagement and
reengagement (Wrosch et al., 2003a). There is d toeirther explore this interaction between
both processes and to check the specific patteserebd by Wrosch and his colleagues among
young adults (Wrosch et al., 2007; Wrosch et &03b). Moreover, studies by these authors have
investigated goal reengagement as a general indivitendency. Further research could
complement this work by a study of the consequentesengagement to a specific goal (e.g., an

educational goal).
The Current Study

The current study is aimed at applying this emeyditerature on the adaptive self-
regulation of unattainable goals to a context wiygr@ unattainability is frequently encountered.
As explained above, in their first year at univisrsi relatively large proportion of students will
begin to perceive their initial educational goaluasittainable. Is remaining committed to such a
goal negative in this context? Are goal disengagegmaead goal reengagement positive adaptive
processes for students faced with unattainableatmal goals? Our specific hypotheses are as
follows:

Hypothesisl. When the educational goal is perceived as higltlginable, goal commitment
positively influences subjective well-being. Whehet educational goal is perceived as
unattainable, this positive impact disappearsyendecomes negative.

Hypothesis2. When the educational goal is perceived as hightiginable, goal disengagement
negatively influences subjective well-being. Wheme teducational goal is perceived as

unattainable, this negative impact disappearsyen decomes positive.
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Hypothesis3. When the educational goal is perceived as umaitée, the positive effect of goal

reengagement on subjective well-being is strorfggwal disengagement is low.

Three indicators of subjective well-being were dstigated in the present study:
satisfaction with life, depression, and self-mast&atisfaction with life has been defined as “a
global evaluation by the person of his or her liffavot, Diener, Colvin, & Sandvik, 1991, p.
150). Self-mastery is defined as the degree to lwimclividuals possess perceived personal
control over life outcomes (Pearlin & Schooler, 827Finally, depression is characterised by
intrusive negative ideas about the world, the ®itand the self (Beck, Steer, Ball, & Ranieri,
1996).

The choice of several indicators is based on Lu&isner, and Suh (1996) who
highlighted the value of examining a variety of lgab evaluations of well-being. The choice of
these three specific indicators is based on baghliterature on subjective well-being, and the
main studies of goal disengagement and reengaggBwamtdtstadter & Renner, 1990; Wrosch et
al., 2007; Wrosch et al., 2003b). Depression, feati®n with life and self-mastery were all
investigated in these studies. The most significaatlts obtained by Wrosch et al. (2003b) on
the impact of goal disengagement and goal reengagieam well-being were found when self-

mastery and depression were used as indicatorssoivell-being.

The literature on subjective well-being has alghlghted the specificities of these three
indicators. Satisfaction with life represents atfilacet of subjective well-being, the facet of the
cognitive judgment (Caplan, Tripathi, & Naidu, 198&icas et al., 1996). Depression belongs to
a second facet, the emotional aspect consistingy, alia, of negative affects. These two facets
are clearly different aspects of subjective weikhe although they are both influenced by a
common predictor: self-mastery (Lai & McDonald, $99Marshall & Lang, 1990). Finally,
depression occupies a particular status in terntseogtrength of the negative indication of well-
being it conveys. This indicator is considered amd at one extreme on the continuum of well-
being, indicating a state of very low well-beingo@el-Khalek, 2009).
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Method
Participants and Procedure

The sample consisted of 357 Belgian French-speadtudents who had obtained school-
leaving qualifications which entitled them to enteriversity. Some 55% of them were female
and 42% were male (9 missing values). Their meawaas 19.298D = 0.78). The modal level
of education among the participants’ mothers’ wdmmehelor’s degree (i.e., a three year degree)

(35.6%), and among their fathers it was a mastlrggee (i.e., a five year degree) (40.6%).

Most of the participantsn(= 317) were registered in the first year of a gtptbgramme
at university. The other 40 students had also béggimer education, but had dropped out after no
more than four months. They then decided to foliber Formation Relais®a training aimed at
helping students to define new educational goalslewmaintaining their level of knowledge in
maths and their mother tongue. We chose to supplieowe sample of first-year college students
with these 40 students who had actually droppednootder to collect data on a larger part of the
continuum of goal disengagement. These 40 studeets coded (1) whereas the other 317
students who continued their courses were coded (i code was used as an indicator of actual

goal disengagement in the test of Hypothesis 2.

Data were collected through self-completion questares in two waves: Wave 1 (T1) in
the middle of the academic year (February 2010) Wage 2 (T2) just before the end of the
academic year (May 2010). The aim of the first wasgs to measure students’ commitment to
the educational goal they were pursuing (by chaptiie study programme they had registered in
at the beginning of the academic year). Their geroe of goal attainability and their envisaged
goal disengagement were also measured at this &snevell as their subjective well-being (i.e.,

satisfaction with life, depression, and self-magterStudents’ subjective well-being was

%2 The Belgian educational system is quite specifisome respects. Students having successfully eetphigh
school (whatever their GPA level) and having reeditheir upper secondary education certificate hawestricted
access to any form of higher education. Studertes#h freely the institutions and the study prograrwhich they
wish to enroll. They will then be accepted withanly access restriction. Moreover, changing fromsindy domain
to another, or from one college to another, is \@aygy. Therefore, when students encounter diffesildluring the
academic year, they are quite easily tented totgue®r even to give up, their educational choice.

% The Formation Relais® is a training offered byam+profit-making organization of social advancemedcation
for students who have begun higher education, bué fldropped out after a few months. This trainsgimed at
helping them to define new educational goals.
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measured again at T2. Because we needed to shbedime this second questionnaire took to
answer, only depression and self-mastery were medsat T2. This second wave of

measurement also covered students’ commitment doetlucational goal they were pursuing
either by continuing to study the same subjechan iext academic year or by choosing a new
subject for the next academic year. Students whated that they wanted to continue in the
same study programme were counted in the firstgrethile those who indicated that they

wanted to change their study programme, and thestd@ents who had dropped out, were

included in the second.

Out of the total sample of 357 students, 186 toak m both T1 and T2, 117 only
answered the questionnaire at T1, and 54 only aeslat T2. Among the 186 students who
completed both questionnaires, 19 were registereldel Formation Relais©. Hypotheses 1 and 2
will be tested on all the students who completexilghestionnaire at T1, whereas Hypothesis 3
will be tested on the students who answered bodistqpnnaires. The students who only took part
at T1 did not differ significantly from those whook part at T1 and T2 on either educational goal
commitment {(202) = —1.85n9), envisaged educational goal disengagenté?®3) = 1.89,n9),
actual educational goal disengagem#&205) = 1.84n9), educational goal attainability(279) =
—0.85; ny), satisfaction with life {(287) = —0.29;ns), depressiont(286) = 0.38;ns), or self-
mastery {(286) = 0.48n9).

To contact the participants, we used a databagmsthl or email addresses given by
students at the end of an earlier study conducteithe last year of secondary school. All the
students who had supplied their contact detailsived two questionnaires by post or email, one
at T1 and the other at T2. The Formation Relais@destits completed the T1 and T2

guestionnaires during one of their class sessions.
Measures

All items on the questionnaires were rated on Brplakert-type scales, from Is{rongly
disagred to 5 Gtrongly agreg All the participants (the 317 students who amnéd their courses

and the 40 students who dropped out) answerectmblowing measures.
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Educational goal commitment.

Sixteen items, mainly adapted from the measuregldped by Brunstein (1993), by
Hollenbeck, Klein, O’Leary, and Wright (1989), abg Wrosch et al. (2003b), were used to
measure the extent to which the students were ctiethto their educational goal (e.g., “I am
willing to put forth a lot of effort, beyond whalr used to, in order to attain this goal”). This
measure was used at Td < .91) and at T2« = .86).

Envisaged educational goal disengagement.

The four items of the Goal Disengagement Scale §¢freet al., 2003b) were adapted to
measure the ease with which students think theyldvbe able to reduce their effort and
relinquish commitment toward their educational gollthey saw it as having become
unattainable (e.g., “I would stay committed to te@al for a long time; | couldn’t let it go”
(inverted item)). These four items were expressed slightly different form for the 40 students
who had already dropped out. They were asked tbe wdh which they are able to reduce their
effort and relinquish commitment toward their iaiteducational goal (e.g., “I stay committed to
the goal for a long time; | cannot let it go” (imed item)). This construct was measured at T1
(o =.74).

Perceived educational goal attainability.

Ten items, mainly adapted from Galand (2001), wased to measure students’
perceptions of their ability to pursue and atthieit educational goal (e.g., “Whatever the efforts
I’'m putting in, 1 won’t be able to reach this godlhverted item)). This construct was measured
at Tl @ = .84).

Subjective well-being.

Satisfaction with life.

To measure this first dimension of subjective visging, the five-item Satisfaction with
Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 198%as used (e.g., “In most ways my life is

close to my ideal”). This construct was measuretila = .83).
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Depression.

Ten items were adapted from two depression scalasjely the Beck Depression
Inventory (Beck et al., 1996) and the Zung SelfiRpDepression Scale (Zung, 1965), to assess
students’ depression (e.g., “My life is pretty fulinverted item)). This measure was used at T1
(o0 =.86) and at T20(= .86).

Self-mastery.

To measure students’ perceptions of self-mastesy,ifems from Pearlin and Schooler’s
(1978) Self-Mastery Scale were used (e.g., “I hittle control over the things that happen to
me” (inverted item)). This measure was used atol2 87) and at T2o(= .86).

A factorial analysis was conducted on all the itefmem these three well-being
dimensions measured at T1. As expected, these gatnsated on three different factors, a first
one representing satisfaction with life, a seconé cepresenting depression and a third one
representing self-mastery. These factors explaite@8% of the variance. Therefore, even if all

these items are supposed to measure well-beinghrbe dimensions were kept separated.
Results

Three participants had some outliers (+/— 3 stahdawiations from the mean) and were
excluded from the analyses. The means and stan@ardtions of the measures taken at T1 and
T2 are shown in Table 1. Table 2 gives the cormiatbetween the measures. The indicator of
actual goal disengagement is not included in Taldecause it is a dichotomous variable (0 = the
317 students who continued their courses; 1 = thstddents who dropped out). However, this

indicator is included in Table 2 to investigateliitk with the other variables.
Hypothesis 1

Hypothesis 1, that the impact of goal commitmemsabjective well-being is moderated
by perceived attainability of the goal, was testedT1l. To test this moderated effect, three
multiple regressions were conducted to predict ed¢he three aspects of subjective well-being

(i.e., satisfaction with life, depression, and geHstery). Each regression included goal
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Table 1.Descriptive statistics for the scales.

Variables M SD
Educational goal commitment T1 3.97 0.33
Educational goal commitment T2 4.07 0.25
Envisaged educational goal disengagement T1 150 27 0.
Perceived educational goal attainability T1 3.53 590.
Satisfaction with life T1 3.57 0.76
Depression T1 2.31 0.72
Depression T2 2.25 0.69
Self-mastery T1 3.60 0.83
Self-mastery T2 3.69 0.78

commitment as an independent variable, perceivetlgtainability as a moderator variable, and
the product of the independent and the moderatoahlas (i.e., the interaction) as a third
predictof. The moderator hypothesis is supported if theramtion is significant (Baron &

Kenny, 1986). The results of these regressionpras=nted in Table 3.

The three dimensions of subjective well-being waitk significantly predicted by
perceived goal attainability (satisfaction withelify = .45,p < .001; depressiorp = —.62,p <
.001; self-mastery$ = .44,p < .001). Moreover, as postulated by Hypothesialllthese three
dimensions were significantly influenced by theenatction between goal commitment and
perceived goal attainability (satisfaction witkeli§ = .14,p < .01; depressiorff = —.12,p < .05;
self-masteryf§ =.18,p < .01). These interaction effects were probedgusite Johnson-Neyman
(J-N) technique to get a better understanding efdbnditions under which the impact of goal
commitment on subjective well-being is strong omteor, positive or negative. This technique
overcomes the limitations of two other approach&dely used in the literature for analysing
interactions, namely the subgroup analysis and pibk-a-point approach. One of the main
problems with these two traditional methods is thatly involve arbitrary cut-off procedures to
determine the subgroups or to select values ofrtbderator at which to probe the interaction
(Hayes & Matthes, 2009; Stone-Romero & Anderso®4)9The J-N technique identifies regions

“ All the multiple regression analyses for the tHigpotheses were performed using centered prediatiables.
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Table 2.Correlations between the scales.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Ed. goal commitment T1 1.00
2. Ed. goal commitment T2  .38*** 1.00
3. Envisaged ed. goal —.B64*** . 28%** 1.00
disengagement T1
4. Actual ed. goal — .5Ox** 13 Y ek 1.00
disengagement
5. Perceived ed. goal ATEE* .07 —.38rx . 28 1.00
attainability T1
6. Satisfaction with life T1 30*** .07 — 23FFF — 28%*k ABrr* 1.00
7. Depression T1 —.35%* - 12 29 26— 63F* — [72%* 1.00
8. Depression T2 -.09 33 11 -.13 —=.33"* — 36** 56%** 1.00
9. Self-mastery T1 267+ 19* —.18% — 22%*F  44x** S — 67 — 35%* 1.00
10. Self-mastery T2 .03 G Rl -.02 .09 27 80— .46 - .66%* .56 1.00

Note.Ed. = educational.
*p<.05; *p<.01; *** p<.001.
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Table 3. Multiple regressions to predict satisfaction witfe IT1, depression T1, and self-mastery T1, witlioational goal commitment T1,

perceived educational goal attainability T1, ang phoduct of educational goal commitment T1 andgiged educational goal attainability T1 as
predictors.

R1 R2 R3
Satisfaction with life T1 (DV) Depression T1 (DV) Self-mastery T1 (DV)
B SEB B B SEB B B SEB B
Constant 3.54 0.04 2.34 0.04 3.54 0.05
Ed. goal commitment T1 (IV) 0.25 0.14 A1 -0.19 110. -.09 0.18 0.15 .07
Perceived ed. goal attainability T1 (MV) 0.59 0.08 .45*** -0.76 0.07 -.62*** 0.63 0.09 A4 rxx
IV x MV 0.47 0.18 d4%* -037 015 -.12* 0.66 0.1 .18*
Re .25 42 .23

Note.R = regression; DV = dependent variable; IV = inglggent variable; MV = moderator variable; Ed. =cadional.
*p<.05; *p<.01; ** p<.001.
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within the range of the moderator variable where ¢fffect of the independent variable on the
dependent variable is statistically significant aedions where it is not (Hayes & Matthes,
2009). It avoids the potential arbitrariness of titaelitional methods by mathematically deriving
the point or points along the continuum of the nratte that delimit(s) these regions.

The results of the J-N analysis for satisfactiathwfe showed that a value of perceived
goal attainability of 3.57 defined the limit of tmegion of significance for goal commitment.
Above this level of perceived goal attainabilitypad commitment had a significant positive
impact on satisfaction with life. When perceivedalgattainability was equal to or lower than
3.57, this impact became non-significant. For thedjction of depression, the critical value of
perceived goal attainability was 3.62. Above tlegel of perceived goal attainability, depression
decreased significantly with goal commitment, biew goal attainability was at or below 3.62,
the impact of goal commitment on depression wasgignificant. For the prediction of self-
mastery, there were two regions where goal comnmtrhad a significant effect. When perceived
goal attainability was higher than 3.73, goal cotmmnt had a significant positive impact on
self-mastery, and when perceived goal attainabiig lower than 2.57, goal commitment had a
significant negative impact on self-mastery. Betwdhese two values, the impact of goal
commitment was non-significant.

These results confirm that the impact of goal commant on subjective well-being is
moderated by perceived goal attainability, as pastd by Hypothesis 1. More specifically, when
the educational goal is perceived as relativelgpimdible, satisfaction with life increases and
depression decreases with goal commitment. Whergtiaé is perceived as unattainable, the
impact of goal commitment disappears. Even moikirsgly, the direction of the impact of goal
commitment on self-mastery changes depending ofette of perceived goal attainability. This
impact is significantly positive when the goal isrgeived as relatively attainable, but it is

significantly negative when the goal is perceivededatively unattainable.
Hypothesis 2

The second hypothesis, that the impact of goahdmsgement on subjective well-being is
moderated by perceived goal attainability, was assted at T1. Two indicators of goal
disengagement were used: envisaged and actual gdigement. Therefore, six multiple

regressions were needed to test the moderated piistulated by Hypothesis 2. Each regression
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predicted one of the three aspects of subjectiielveeng using one of the two indicators of goal
disengagement as the independent variable. Pedcegjoal attainability (i.e., the moderator
variable) and the product of the independent végiabhd the moderator variable were included in

each regression. The results of these regressiensesented in Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4 shows the results of the three regressieimg) envisaged goal disengagement as
the independent variable. The three dimensionsubfestive well-being were all significantly
predicted by perceived goal attainability (satistatwith life: B = .47,p < .001; depressioifs =
—.62,p < .001; self-mastery = .45,p < .001). Moreover, only one of these three dinamsi
namely self-mastery(= —.13;p < .05), was significantly predicted by the interactbetween
envisaged goal disengagement and perceived gaahatility. More specifically, the J-N
technique showed two regions of significance fa itmpact of envisaged goal disengagement.
When perceived goal attainability was higher tha234 envisaged goal disengagement had a
significant negative impact on self-mastery. Howewehen perceived goal attainability was
lower than 2.11, envisaged goal disengagement Bagdicant positive impact on self-mastery.

Between these two values, the impact was not soginif.

Table 5 shows the results of the three regressieimg) actual goal disengagement as the
independent variable. The three dimensions of stilsge well-being were all significantly
predicted by perceived goal attainability (satistatwith life: B = .45,p < .001; depressioff =
—.62,p < .001; self-mastery = .42,p < .001) and by actual goal disengagement (satisfac
with life: B = —.28,p < .001; depressior} = .16,p < .01; self-masteryp = —.14,p < .05).
Moreover, two of the three dimensions of subjectixal-being were significantly predicted by
the interaction between actual goal disengagement perceived goal attainability. This
interaction had a significant impact on satisfattwith life (3 = —.24;p < .001) and on
depression{ = .14; p < .05). The J-N technique showed two regions ghificance for the
impact of actual goal disengagement on satisfaatittn life: when perceived goal attainability
was higher than 3.05, actual goal disengagementawsgnificant negative predictor; however,
when perceived goal attainability was lower thai82.actual goal disengagement was a
significant positive predictor; between these vaJuthe impact was not significant. For

depression, there was only one region of signiieawhen perceived goal attainability was
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Table 4. Multiple regressions to predict satisfaction witfe IT1, depression T1, and self-mastery T1, witlvigaged educational goal

disengagement T1, perceived educational goal atidity T1, and the product of envisaged educaligual disengagement T1 and perceived
educational goal attainability T1 as predictors.

R1 R 2 R3
Satisfaction with life T1 (DV)  Depression T1 (DV) Self-mastery T1 (DV)
B SEB B B SEB B B SEB B

Constant 3.56 0.04 232 0.04 3.56 0.05
Envisaged ed. goal disengagement T1 (IV) -0.20 60.1 -.07 0.21 0.13 .08 —0.09 0.18 -.03
Perceived ed. goal attainability T1 (MV) 0.61 0.07 47** —-0.76 0.06 -—.62*** 0.65 0.08 ABFE*
IV x MV -041 0.21 -.10 0.28 0.18 .07 —0.58 0.24 — .13*

Re .25 42 22

Note.R = regression; DV = dependent variable; IV = inetggient variable; MV = moderator variable; Ed. =cadional.
*p <.05; ** p<.001.
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Table 5. Multiple regressions to predict satisfaction wifh T1, depression T1, and self-mastery T1, wittual educational goal disengagement,

perceived educational goal attainability T1, ang pnoduct of actual educational goal disengagemedtperceived educational goal attainability
T1 as predictors.

R1 R2 R3
Satisfaction with life T1 (DV) Depression T1 (DV) Self-mastery T1 (DV)
B SEB B B SEB B B SEB B

Constant 3.56 0.04 2.32 0.03 3.59 0.05
Actual ed. goal disengagement (V) - 0.62 0.13 8*2 0.33 0.11 16** -0.33 0.15 —.14*
Perceived ed. goal attainability T1 (MV) 0.59 0.07 45>+ -0.76 0.06 -.62*** 0.59 0.08 A2
IV x MV -0.79 0.19 —.24* 0.43 0.17 14* -0.27 0.22 —-.08

Re .29 42 21

Note.R = regression; DV = dependent variable; IV = inglggent variable; MV = moderator variable; Ed. =cadional.
*p<.05; *p<.01; ** p<.001.
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above 3.22, depression increased significantly witual goal disengagement, but at or below
this level the impact of actual goal disengagensendepression was not significant.

Taken together, these results confirm that the ahphgoal disengagement on subjective
well-being is moderated by perceived goal attaiitgpias postulated by Hypothesis 2. More
specifically, this moderated impact was shown (@) the prediction of self-mastery using
envisaged goal disengagement as the independeigblearand (2) for the prediction of
satisfaction with life and depression using acteal disengagement as the independent variable.
When the goal was perceived as highly attainat@prebsion increased significantly with actual
goal disengagement, but there was no such impaeh Wie goal was perceived as unattainable.
The effect of actual goal disengagement on satisfaavith life was even more marked, and
indeed it changed direction depending on the le¥glerceived goal attainability. This was also
true for the impact of envisaged goal disengageroanself-mastery. The moderating effect of
goal disengagement on the various dimensions gestiNe well-being therefore depended on
which indicator of goal disengagement was used.ddieer, Tables 4 and 5 showed a main effect
of actual disengagement on each of the three dimensof subjective well-being, but no
significant main effects with envisaged disengagamki seems that actual disengagement is a

stronger predictor of subjective well-being tharisaged disengagement.
Hypothesis 3

The third hypothesis concerned the potential icteya effect between goal
disengagement and goal reengagement in prediatibigcive well-being. This hypothesis only
applied to students perceiving their educational g unattainable. To investigate the entire
process of disengagement from a perceived unalti@irgnal and reengagement to a new goal,
two measurement times are needed, and so thisHegstwas tested on the students who had
completed questionnaires at both T1 and T2. Tosasstidents’ reengagement, we used the
measure of goal commitment at T2. Indeed, given ta will focus on the students who
perceived their educational goal as unattainablElathis measure indicates students’ degree of
commitment to the educational goal they are pugsiip choosing their subject for the next

academic year after being confronted with a peszkivnattainable goal.

Hypothesis 3 postulates that subjective well-beatgT2 depends on the interaction

between three predictors: perception of goal atality at T1, goal disengagement at T1, and
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goal commitment at T2. Multiple regressions inchgdthis triple interaction were conducted to
predict well-being at T2 controlling for its levet T1. More specifically, four multiple
regressions were run, two predicting depressiofiatone using envisaged disengagement as a
predictor, and the other using actual disengagenaewt the other two predicting self-mastery at

T2 (again, one for each indicator of disengagement)

Only one of the four regressions revealed a sicpnifi triple interaction. The results of
this regression are presented in Table 6. Threa efécts were revealed: a positive impact of
the control variable, namely depression at B1=(.57;p < .001), a negative impact of goal
commitment at T2{ = —.26;p < .001), and a negative impact of envisaged gedmdjagement
at T1 ¢ = —.16;p < .05). Moreover, as postulated by Hypothesis 8,|¢lvel of depression at T2
was significantly predicted by the interaction beén goal commitment at T2, envisaged goal
disengagement at T1 and perceived goal attainabiliT1 § = .19;p < .01).

We could not directly explore this complex intéiac using the J-N technique because
this technique is only designed to test simple matee effect. Therefore, we first had to use a
more traditional approach for probing interactiomsmely subgroup analysis. However, in order
to avoid as far as possible the arbitrariness isfrttethod, we based our choice of the value(s) of
the moderator used to split the sample into sulpgroan what we had learnt from the
applications of the J-N technique in the test opbthesis 2. More specifically, we considered the
regression where disengagement was a predicta@pedsion because it was the most similar to
the present situation, and took the value of 3122he continuum of perceived goal attainability
as our dividing point. The sample was split intotaubsamples at this point, and a multiple
regression analysis was conducted on each subsdmpgleedict depression at T2. Based on
Hypothesis 3, we should observe an interactionceffeetween disengagement at T1 and
commitment at T2 in the subsample characterised loyv level of perceived goal attainability.
The results are presented in Table 7.

In the subgroup of students who had perceived ty@al as being unattainable at T1
(subgroup 1), two main effects were revealed: atipesmpact of the control variable, namely
depression at T13(= .55;p < .001) and a negative impact of goal commitmefit2a = —.32;p
< .05). Moreover, as postulated by Hypothesis 8,itteraction between goal commitment at T2
and goal disengagement at T1 was significant mghbgroupf{ = —.37;p < .01). In the
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Table 6. Multiple regression to predict depression T2, awlitrg for depression T1, with envisaged
educational goal disengagement T1, perceived eiduehtgoal attainability T1, educational goal
commitment T2, the three 2x2 products of theseabdes, and the product of the three variables as

predictors.
Depression T2 (DV)
B SEB B
Constant 2.23 0.04
Depression T1 (CV) 0.57 0.07 ST
Ed. goal commitment T2 (IV) -0.72 0.18 — .26%**
Perceived ed. goal attainability T1 (MV1) - 0.05 09D. —.04
Envisaged ed. goal disengagement T1 (MV2) —-0.44 07 0. —-.16*
IV x MV1 0.46 0.30 .10
IV x MV2 -1.13 0.66 -.11
MV1 x MV2 0.14 0.21 .04
IV x MV1 x MV2 2.47 0.81 19**
Re 48

Note. DV = dependent variable; CV = control variable; #/independent variable; MV = moderator
variable; Ed. = educational.
*p<.05; *p<.01.
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Table 7. Multiple regression to predict depression T2, awlitrg for depression T1, with envisaged
educational goal disengagement T1, educational goalmitment T2, and the product of envisaged

educational goal disengagement T1 and educati@@lopmmitment T2 as predictors: subgroup analysis.

Depression T2 (DV)

SG1: low-level of SG2: high-level of
perceived ed. goal perceived ed. goal
attainability € 3.22) attainability (> 3.22)
B SE B B B SEB B
Constant 2.28 0.12 2.15 0.05
Depression T1 (CV) 0.68 0.14 S5 0.47 0.08 A8**
Ed. goal commitment T2 (IV) -0.96 0.38 -.32* 83®. 0.20 — .34xx*
Envisaged ed. goal disengagement T1 (MV) -0.44 303 -.15 -051 0.20 - .20*
IV x MV -39 131 -.37** -042 0.69 —-.05
Re .53 .35

Note.DV = dependent variable; SG = subgroup; CV = cdntapiable; IV = independent variable; MV =
moderator variable; Ed. = educational.
* p<.05; *p<.01; *** p<.001.

subgroup characterised by a high level of perceyeal attainability at T1 (subgroup 2), we
found a main effect of all three predictors: a pesiimpact of the control variable, namely
depression at T1(= .48;p < .001), a negative impact of goal commitment a2 —.34;p <
.001), and a negative impact of envisaged goalndmsgement at T13(= —.20;p < .05). The
interaction was not significant in this subgroup.

The significant simple interaction observed in solbg 1 was explored using the J-N
technique. This technique showed one region of ifsignce: when envisaged goal
disengagement was above 1.46, depression at T@adett significantly with goal reengagement,
but at or below this level the impact of goal remygment on depression was not significant.
These results confirmed that goal disengagementgaatireengagement interact in their effect
on subjective well-being when the goal is perceiasdunattainable, but did not support the
specific interaction effect postulated by Hypotkei
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Discussion

This study has investigated the consequences af @onmitment, goal disengagement,
and goal reengagement on subjective well-being,nwheed with an unattainable educational
goal. In this section, we discuss the results &arheof our three hypotheses. Then, suggestions

for future research and for counselling are forrrada
Commitment to a Goal which is Perceived to be Unainable

We hypothesised that the size, or even the dimectf the impact of goal commitment on
subjective well-being would depend on the perceigeal attainability (Hypothesis 1). The
results supported this moderation hypothesis. The af the impact of goal commitment on
satisfaction with life and on depression was inflced by the perceived attainability of the goal.
Even more strikingly, the direction of the impadt goal commitment on self-mastery was
influenced by the perceived attainability of thego

Our results confirm the important caveat enteneid ithe generally positive role of
commitment to personal goals by some researchays @randtstadter & Rothermund, 2002;
Pomerantz et al., 2000; Wrosch et al., 2003b): wieals are perceived as unfeasible, it is no
longer true that being highly committed is positimgerms of subjective well-being (satisfaction
with life and depression). Furthermore, being hygldommitted to a goal perceived as
unattainable had a negative impact on one of thresions of well-being, namely self-mastery,
in line with Carver and Scheier's (1990) more sflecassumption. Maintaining their
determination and willingness to invest effort ttaming a goal when they feel that they are not
able to make any progress towards attaining théd decreases people’s general perception of
their control over their life.

Disengagement from a Perceived Unattainable Goal

Does goal disengagement have a positive impactwelrbeing even if it is not
accompanied by reengagement to a new goal? We lmsgiseéd that the size, or even the
direction, of the impact of goal disengagementunjective well-being depends on the perceived
goal attainability (Hypothesis 2). Overall, ourukts supported this moderation hypothesis. More

specifically, the effect on the various dimensiafissubjective well-being depended on which

294



Chapter 8: Unattainable educational goals

indicator of goal disengagement was used as agtoediVe measured both envisaged and actual
disengagement. Students’ envisaged goal disengagemky had an impact on their feelings of
self-mastery when moderated by their perceptiogazl attainability. Moderations were found
for the other two dimensions of subjective welldge(i.e., satisfaction with life and depression)
when using actual goal disengagement as a predictasther words, combining the results
relative to both indicators of goal disengagemeétypothesis 2 was significantly supported on
each well-being dimension.

The size of the impact of actual goal disengag¢nsenstudents’ level of depression
depended on the perceived attainability of the .géat the other two moderations, the direction
of the impact of goal disengagement on subjectigl-laeing (i.e., satisfaction with life and self-
mastery) changed depending on perceived goal altidity. By showing the positive impact of
disengagement from a perceived unattainable godhese two dimensions of subjective well-
being, we have replicated the work of Wrosch argddolleagues (e.g., Wrosch & Heckhausen,
1999; Wrosch et al., 2003b) in a specific arealégel students pursuing educational goals). The
recent, unorthodox, idea that disengagement froattainable goals has beneficial effects on
subjective well-being is becoming better establisiMore specifically, our finding of a positive
role for an envisaged disengagement from a perdeiveattainable goal on self-mastery
supported the positive association found by Wroaol his colleagues between the general
tendency to disengage and self-mastery (Wroschl.et2803b). On the other hand, goal
disengagement was only found to have a moderatedt & satisfaction with life when actual
disengagement was used as the indicator of goahgégiement. It seems that a disengagement
that is only envisaged is not strong enough touerite satisfaction with life. An actual
disengagement from the unattainable goal is negessaenhance this satisfaction. This result
also supports the need to investigate both envisagd actual goal disengagement.

Finally, the results obtained in the predictiondefpression also supported Hypothesis 2.
Depression increased significantly with actual dgaeggement from a goal perceived as attainable,
whereas the impact of disengagement from a goakeped as unattainable on depression was
not significant. In other words, disengagement fram unattainable goal did not decrease
depression, whereas it increased satisfaction Mgtland self-mastery. The results relative to the

interaction between disengagement and reengageseent to indicate that, in order to decrease
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depression, disengagement from the unattainablehgsato be accompanied by reengagement

with a new goal.
Interaction between Goal Disengagement and Goal Regagement

Our results showed a main effect of goal reengageéron depression at T2. Depression
decreased as goal reengagement increased, asbgufdosch et al. (2003b). However, among
students who saw their goal as unattainable the.subsample concerned by Hypothesis 3), this
main effect was smaller than the effect of theratBon between goal disengagement at T1 and
goal reengagement at T2. The presence of thisaetien confirmed our general assumption of
an interaction effect between disengagement anagagement in predicting subjective well-
being. However, the specific interaction postulablgdHypothesis 3 was not supported. This
hypothesis was based on the interactions found gmaung adults by Wrosch and his
colleagues (Wrosch et al., 2007; Wrosch et al.,3BD0 In their studies, young adults’
reengagement was found to compensate for theiilityato disengage. The interaction in our
sample of young adults was different. We found aitp@ impact of goal reengagement on
subjective well-being (i.e., a decrease in depoegsonly among students who had previously
disengaged. Therefore, goal reengagement did noipeosate for low goal disengagement.
Conversely, it needed to be preceded by high gesahdagement. Taking the results relative to
Hypotheses 2 and 3 together, disengagement wasuffatient to decrease depression, and
reengagement could neither decrease depressiorwiis not preceded by disengagement. In
other words, a combination of disengagement andgegement seems to be necessary to
decrease the depression of students faced withaimeattle educational goals. This conclusion is
in line with the Wrosch et al.’s (2003a) initialsasnption that goal disengagement is an adaptive

response when it leads to the adoption of altereajoals.

Why do we observe a different interaction effeetrtithe one observed by Wrosch and his
colleagues among young adults (Wrosch et al., 200Ggsch et al.,, 2003b)? Wrosch et al.
(2003b) suggested age-differential interactionafieWe complement this by suggesting that the
interaction between disengagement and reengageaisentepends on the indicator of well-being
that is investigated. Wrosch and his colleaguesvshathis interaction on four indicators: self-
mastery, perceived stress, affect balance, anddifisfaction (Wrosch et al., 2007; Wrosch et al.,

2003b). These four interactions are approximated/ game, but are clearly different from our
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interaction effect demonstrated on depression. Goeapto the four indicators used by Wrosch
and his colleagues, depression is considered aalldo@&ng dimension which has a particularly
strong negative character (Abdel-Khalek, 2009)ebd] being depressed is in general a stronger
indicator of distress than being stressed. Moreodepression more strongly indicates the
individual's distress than self-mastery, affect domle, and life satisfaction indicates the
individual's well-being. In other words, depressioncupies a more extreme position on the
continuum of well-being than self-mastery, percdistress, affect balance and life satisfaction.
To have an impact at this negative end of the nantn of well-being, the sole disengagement or

the sole reengagement is not sufficient, they havee combined.

This analysis of the differences between the resiitim Wrosch and his colleagues
(Wrosch et al., 2007; Wrosch et al., 2003b) andotiefrom the present study can be extended to
an analysis of the differences within our resubtfative to Hypothesis 3, depending on the
dimension of subjective well-being considered (i@epression or self-mastery). The triple
interaction between goal attainability, goal dissggment, and goal reengagement was
significant only for the prediction of depressidira, not for the prediction of self-mastery at T2.
The regressions conducted to test Hypothesis 3etimmastery only showed one significant
predictor: disengagement. This argues for contigninexamine a variety of evaluations of well-
being in future research (Lucas et al., 1996) amupsrts our choice to investigate the three
dimensions of well-being separately. Such investga are needed to replicate this
differentiated pattern of results. However we chiaaaly suggest some possible explanations for
these results. As explained above, self-mastepomsidered as a well-being dimension which
occupies a less extreme position on the continuiwet-being than depression. We suggest that
is it easier to have an impact in the middle péithe continuum than at its ends. Therefore, to
increase self-mastery among students who are fagld unattainable goals, the sole
disengagement is sufficient. Conversely, as it veaggested above, a combination of
disengagement and reengagement seems to be ngctssd@crease depression, due to the

particularly strong negative character of this eador (Abdel-Khalek, 2009).

Moreover, we suggest particularly strong links l§&jween goal disengagement and self-
mastery, and (2) between goal reengagement aneésiepn. Disengagement puts an end at a

phase of commitment to a goal that students wesblanto attain whatever their efforts. It
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constitutes the first sign of the resumption of toonover life, and as such, is an important
process for the enhancing of self-mastery. Goahgagement is supposed to appear after
disengagement and, therefore, does not have thisatrrole of being for students the first
indicator of their renewed control. That's why,ledst in our study, goal reengagement does not
have any impact on self-mastery. However, Wroscll.€2003b) showed such an impact, but it
was particularly marked when goal disengagementlax@sResults from these authors seem to
indicate that reengagement can be a sign of ren@eattol and therefore can enhance self-
mastery if the first potential sign (i.e., disengagent) was lacking. However, this specific role of

reengagement could not be showed in our results.

As disengagement seems to be specifically linkedseti-mastery, we suggest that
reengagement is crucial to overcome depressione Man the other dimensions of subjective
well-being, depression is linked to having purptmeliving (e.g., Hedberg, Gustafson, Alex, &
Brulin, 2010; Robak & Griffin, 2000). Therefore, asiggested by Brandtstadter and Renner
(1990), students specifically need to give theiedi a new direction to overcome the depression

phase frequently linked to encountering an unataangoal.
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Despite these interesting results, some limitatiohour study have to be noted. On the
one hand, only a few students who had actuallyndisged from their initial educational goal
took part in the study, and even fewer were stidspnt at T2. It is quite difficult to contact
students who have dropped out and to persuade tth@articipate in a study in the educational
domain. Our methodology was unusual in being spadiy aimed at including this type of
student, but more effort should have been devateshtouraging them to take part at T2. Indeed,
the loss of more than an half of this specific slengt T2 could be one of the reasons why the
triple interaction was not significant when usingfual disengagement as a moderator in the
prediction of depression at T2. Future researchilshcontinue to work with drop-out students,
particularly given that actual disengagement seetodae a stronger predictor than envisaged
disengagement. Indeed, a main effect of actuahdmgement was observed on each of the three
well-being dimensions at T1, whereas envisagedndesgement had no significant impact on

these dimensions measured at T1. One main effexmvasaged disengagement was still shown
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on depression at T2, more specifically in the soipda not concerned by Hypothesis 3 (i.e.,

students who saw their goal as attainable).

On the other hand, in some respects, our redisined careful interpretations. First, the
probing of the interaction effect for Hypothesishd8d to use a sub-optimal method, namely
subgroup analysis. This analysis was conductedaayawhich avoided its potential arbitrariness
as far as possible. However, this result for theraction effect between goal disengagement and
reengagement needs future replications. Secondpetmsure most of our variables, we used
English-language scales. These scales were caréfatislated in French. The original English
scales and the French translations were compareskpgrts in psychological research and in
English language. However, the whole back trarstagirocedure was not strictly applied. This
procedure should be developed before future usethasfe scales. Third, the cross-sectional
design used for the test of Hypotheses 1 and 2thedshort longitudinal design used for
Hypothesis 3 do not allow causal interpretationgufe research should conduct experimental
work and use finer-grained longitudinal designsnigestigate the causal relationships between
goal commitment, disengagement, reengagement, @sjdcsive well-being. Fourth, even if we
focused on the interaction effects to test our maten hypotheses, these interactions were not
necessarily the strongest predictors of well-belngmost of our regression analyses, the most
important predictor was perceived goal attainabilgee Tables 3, 4, and 5). This central role of
self-efficacy in the prediction of well-being hakeady been the focus of other studies (e.g.,
Moeini et al., 2008; Muris, 2002). Finally, our nse@e of goal attainability was aimed at
assessing the perception students have of the elegrattainability of their educational goal.
However, there could be a discrepancy between stsidectual perception and what they choose
to tell us by answering to the items. For examgledents may be tempted to say that their goal
Is not attainable even if they believe that it tmi@able. By doing this, they may preserve their
self-esteem because the issue of their goal pwranibnly be better than what they were saying.
Moreover, they may find it too arrogant to say thay are totally able to attain their goal.
However, even if our measure of goal attainabitibes maybe not exactly correspond to what
students believe, there is evidence that this nmeasuwnot either just something that students tell
us without any link to their reality. The measure perceived attainability is significantly
correlated = .42; p < .001) to students’ achievement percentage adddaiat the first

examination session (January 2010). It seems trerdhat what students tell us about the
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attainability of their goal corresponds at leagstipHy to their beliefs because what they tellisis
linked to their past performance which is considess a strong predictor of students’ efficacy
beliefs (Bandura, 1997).

Conclusions and Implications

In sum, the present research showed that bothasieye impact of goal commitment on
subjective well-being and the negative impact ohlgtisengagement on subjective well-being
found when the perceived attainability of an ediocatl goal was high, disappeared or even
changed direction when the educational goal waseperd as unattainable. Moreover, to
decrease students’ depression, reengagement tdteanative educational goal after having
disengaged from the goal perceived as unattainabke needed. Therefore, the current study
contributes to a growing body of evidence which vehothat (1) in situations involving
unattainable goals, being highly committed is nogkr a positive factor in terms of subjective
well-being, and (2) goal disengagement and reengageare part of the adaptive self-regulation
of unattainable goals.

Counselling interventions should take these immortzaveats about the well-known
positive role of goal commitment into account whadvising students. More specifically,
counsellors should help students to become awatetle educational goal to which they are
currently committed could become unattainable.duld be interesting to work with students on
their reactions when they realise that their gealnattainable, given the consequences of these
reactions for subjective well-being. It could bdpfel for students who will face difficulties in
the pursuit of their educational goal to be awdrat tit is not unusual to encounter such
difficulties, and that, in certain circumstancdsisi important to be able to disengage from an
unrealistic goal. Counsellors should work with gt$ on how to renounce an initial goal, and
how to develop alternative educational goals. Toeyld help students by suggesting various
ways of distancing oneself from the unattainablel,gof translating general interests into another
specific educational goal, and of developing a memmitment when the previous one has to be
abandoned.
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