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Abstract
Researchers across theoretical traditions have long recog-
nized the need for people to monitor and modulate certain 
aspects of their subjective experiences (such as their 
thoughts and feelings) in response to situational challenges 
that interfere with the attainment of important goals. 
Comparatively less attention has been devoted to under-
standing the beliefs and mechanisms necessary to regu-
late motivational states—i.e., metamotivation, even though 
motivational states are often integral to people's subjective 
experiences of events. As particular types of motivational 
states are more adaptive in some contexts than in others, 
flexibly instantiating the right motivational state at the right 
time may be key to achieving one's goals. The current paper 
reviews the principles of the metamotivational approach to 
studying motivation regulation and briefly reviews support-
ing research. In addition, we highlight metamotivation 
research conducted in the context of self-affirmation theory 
to demonstrate the generative potential of this approach 
for researching phenomena that have traditionally been 
treated as separate from self-regulation. We conclude by 
discussing some of the novel questions that the metamoti-
vational approach has prompted, both in and outside of the 
self-regulatory domain.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Researchers have long been interested in how people monitor and modulate the cognitive and affective aspects of 
their experiences. For example, research on rumination explores how people can re-direct their thinking when they 
find themselves repetitively, but unproductively, thinking about some event (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema et  al.,  2008). 
Emotion regulation research examines how people up- and down-regulate emotions to fit with current goals (e.g., 
Gross, 1998; Tamir, 2016). Comparatively less research, however, has examined how people regulate their motivational 
states (c.f., Sansone & Thoman, 2005; Schwinger & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2012; Wolters, 2003). This is surprising given 
that motivational states are the impetus for and source of many aspects of people's subjective experiences, including 
thoughts and feelings. Despite recognizing its importance, the social psychological tradition of motivation science, at 
large, has not directly addressed how people regulate their motivation in daily life (Fishbach, 2021). Emerging research 
on metamotivation—the beliefs and processes that underlie the monitoring and modulation of motivational states—
attempts to address this question (e.g., Fujita et al., 2019; Miele et al., 2020; Miele & Scholer, 2018; Scholer et al., 2018).

This paper provides an overview of this work. Critically, we highlight its relevance not only for understanding 
self-regulation, but also for other phenomena that have not traditionally been associated with goal pursuit. We spot-
light our work on self-affirmation as a case study (Reeves et al., 2023), and discuss the utility of the metamotivational 
approach for generating novel questions and insights.

2 | METAMOTIVATION

The metamotivation approach is rooted in research on metacognition (e.g., Nelson & Narens, 1990), which suggests 
that psychological processes can be described as operating at two levels: the object-level and the meta-level. We 
understand the object-level as referring to any dynamic process (whether it be cognitive, affective, or motivational) 
that both informs and is controlled by some other psychological process, which is said to operate at the meta-level. 
Therefore, we use the term metamotivation to refer to psychological processes that monitor and modify motiva-
tional states; in contrast, to metacognition, which focuses on processes involved in the regulation of cognitive func-
tioning. Although there is no consensus on what “motivational states” are, our own interpretation is informed by 
Higgins's (2012) definition of “what it means to be motivated,” which is “to have preferences directing choices” (p. 24). 
That is, when given autonomy, those who are motivated try to impact the world in ways that reflect their preferences 
for particular outcomes and for particular means of attaining those outcomes. Thus, motivational states have a direc-
tive (guide preferences) and dynamic function (a readiness to act in a certain way). Although one could conceptual-
ize metamotivation as a subset of metacognition research (if one considers motivational processes to be part of a 
broader cognitive system; e.g., Bϋrgler et al., 2021; Hennecke & Bürgler, 2023; Mischel & Mischel, 1983), establishing 
metamotivation as a separate line of research affords novel insights that advance motivation and self-regulation 
research and highlight new meta-level phenomena.

Early research on motivation regulation focused on the strategies people use to modulate the amount of motiva-
tion they are experiencing, mainly in educational settings (e.g., Pintrich, 2004; Sansone & Thoman, 2005; Schwinger & 
Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2012; Wolters, 2003). Metamotivational research extends this work beyond educational settings 
and advances an integrative framework with which to understand more broadly how people monitor and modulate 
both how much motivation they have (quantity) and the type of motivation they are experiencing (quality) to achieve 
valued goals (see Miele & Scholer,  2018; Miele et  al.,  2020, for reviews). Such regulation entails two reciprocal 
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processes: metamotivational monitoring—the assessment of one's current motivational states—and metamotivational 
control—the selection and execution of strategies that bolster or maintain desired motivational states. Critically, the 
effectiveness of these two processes depends in part on people's beliefs about motivation (i.e., metamotivational 
knowledge). To position themselves for optimal performance on a goal-directed task, people must understand how 
much and of what type of motivation the task calls for (i.e., task knowledge), what it is like to experience different 
types of motivational states (i.e., self-knowledge), and how to sustain or change the motivational states they are 
experiencing to match task demands (i.e., strategy knowledge).

2.1 | Task-motivation fit

A key principle of the metamotivational approach is the importance of establishing task-motivation fit. Different 
motivational states involve context-specific trade-offs: optimal performance requires instantiating the right type of 
motivation at the right time (Gollwitzer, 1990; Higgins, 2000; see; Miele et al., in press). Rather than asking whether 
a given motivational state is likely to lead to success, it is more important to ask when and in which performance 
contexts it will be effective.

Regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 2000; Scholer & Higgins, 2012), for example, proposes that whereas eager 
motivational states (enthusiastically seeking opportunities for gains) tend to enhance performance on tasks that 
require divergent thinking (such as creative brainstorming; e.g., Friedman & Förster, 2001; cf. Baas et al., 2011), vigi-
lant motivational states tend to enhance performance on tasks requiring convergent thinking (such as careful proof-
reading, Förster et al., 2003, and logic problems; Beuk & Basadur, 2016; Semin et al., 2005). Construal level theory 
similarly suggests that adaptive goal pursuit requires modulating regulatory scope (Trope et al., 2021). Tasks such as 
putting a golf ball require contracting regulatory scope—immersing one's self in the here-and-now to be responsive 
to local contingencies (e.g., the slope of the green). Self-control, on the other hand, requires expanding regulatory 
scope—becoming more responsive to concerns that transcend and extend beyond one's immediate circumstances 
(e.g., dieters prioritizing long-term weight-loss goals over current cravings). Modulating regulatory scope to fit the 
task at-hand enhances performance (see Fujita et al., 2019, for review). Creating task-motivation fit—instantiating the 
motivational state demanded by a given task—facilitates effective goal-directed behavior.

2.2 | Exploring metamotivational beliefs

To explore fit, experimenters traditionally induce motivational states and observe subsequent behavior. The meta-
motivational framework, by contrast, investigates whether people can create task-motivation fit on their own. 
Initial research explored whether people's beliefs reflect the requisite metamotivational knowledge to do so. For 
example, in the domain of regulatory focus (Higgins, 1997), Scholer and Miele (2016) presented participants with 
tasks for which research suggests performance benefits from eager or vigilant motivation (e.g., brainstorming vs. 
proof-reading, respectively). Participants then reported how beneficial engaging in various recall activities might 
be for performance on those tasks. Some of these recall activities promote eagerness (“Write about a time in the 
past when you felt you made progress toward being successful in life”), whereas others promote vigilance (“Write 
about a time in the past when being careful enough avoided getting you in trouble”). In line with theory and prior 
research, participants, on average, indicated that eagerness-inducing recall activities would be more effective than 
vigilance-inducing activities for enhancing performance on eager tasks, but indicated the vigilance-inducing activities 
would be more effective for enhancing performance on vigilance tasks. Thus, it appears that participants were able 
to distinguish eager versus vigilance tasks (i.e., normatively accurate task knowledge), and able to identify strate-
gies that should induce the respective motivational states (i.e., normatively accurate strategy knowledge). Similar 
findings emerge in the context of construal level theory: participants appear to understand that performance on 
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some tasks requires expanding rather than contracting regulatory scope, and recognize a variety of strategies that 
can be used to modulate scope accordingly (e.g., high-level vs. low-level construal, respectively; Nguyen et al., 2019). 
This knowledge of how to create task-motivation fit, moreover, appears to generalize across cultural contexts, with 
Japanese participants generally exhibiting similar beliefs as North American participants with respect to regulatory 
focus (Nguyen et al., 2022) and regulatory scope (Nguyen et al., 2020). Thus, on average, people appear to have the 
requisite knowledge to modulate motivational states to create task-motivation fit.

Critically, there appear to be notable individual differences in metamotivational knowledge, and those with more 
(vs. less) normatively accurate knowledge tend to evidence better outcomes. For example, dieters with more norma-
tively accurate beliefs about the benefits of expanding regulatory scope for self-control tended to have lower body 
mass index, suggesting better self-control outcomes (MacGregor et al., 2017). Students who correctly understood 
when and how to expand versus contract regulatory scope (Nguyen et al., 2023), or who had normatively accurate 
beliefs about eager and vigilant motivation (Ross et al., 2023), earned higher grades in an Introductory Psychology 
course, after controlling for GPA and other traditional predictors of academic performance. In short, task and strategy 
knowledge may be important precursors to effective regulation of one's motivational states to achieve goals.

2.3 | Regulating the motivation of others

Metamotivational beliefs may also impact how people manage the motivation of others. Coaches, teachers, 
mentors, and parents are often tasked with helping others to regulate their motivation to optimize performance on 
goal-directed tasks. Jansen et al.  (2022) analyzed the language that managers used when trying to motivate their 
subordinates for a variety of eager and vigilant tasks. Managers tended to use more eager relative to vigilant language 
when subordinates were assigned to complete eager relative to vigilant tasks. Moreover, when these motivational 
messages were presented to third-party raters, managers who created task-motivation fit through their language 
were perceived as more effective than those who did not. Thus, the metamotivational approach may provide insights 
not only about how people can successfully regulate their own motivational states, but also how they can successfully 
regulate others' motivational states.

2.4 | The importance of identifying metamotivational misbeliefs

Although the work above suggests that people's metamotivational beliefs are generally consistent with prior research 
and theory, there are notable instances in which they are not. For example, people appear to underestimate the 
impact of intrinsic rewards on motivation (e.g., Murayama et al., 2016; Woolley & Fishbach, 2015). This may lead 
people to over-emphasize the importance of extrinsic rewards to motivate themselves and others, overlooking more 
effective ways to motivate behavior over time (e.g., bolstering intrinsic rewards; Woolley & Fishbach, 2017). Even 
when people's beliefs on average are normatively accurate, many individuals hold non-normative beliefs. For exam-
ple, in one study, when presented with a self-control task, although 56% of participants preferred a preparatory 
exercise that induced high-level construal (which research suggests should enhance performance), 44% preferred 
an exercise that induced low-level construal (Nguyen et al., 2019). Educational efforts to correct misbeliefs about 
motivation may be one way to enhance motivation regulation and goal success.

3 | SELF-AFFIRMATION AS A METAMOTIVATIONAL STRATEGY TO COUNTER 
SELF-THREATS

To exemplify how the metamotivation approach can advance research not traditionally associated with self-regulation, 
we next review work on metamotivation beliefs about self-affirmation as a strategy to reduce defensive motiva-
tional states that impede the pursuit of valued goals (Reeves et al., 2023). People are motivated to view themselves 
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positively (e.g., self-enhancement; Sedikides & Strube, 1997, Tesser, 2000): when information paints the self in a 
negative light (i.e., self-threats), people attempt to restore positive self-images. Unfortunately, efforts to do so are 
often myopic and interfere with the pursuit of other important ends. For example, when confronted with information 
that suggests that their behavior may put their health at risk, people dismiss this information rather than change their 
behavior (e.g., Sherman et al., 2000). Although such behavior can protect self-esteem in the short-term, it can have 
deleterious impact for important goal-related outcomes, including social relationships, health, and academic perfor-
mance (e.g., Sherman & Cohen, 2006). 1

Self-affirmation—the restoration of a global sense that one is a moral and competent individual—may be a more 
adaptive response to self-threats (e.g., Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 1988). When an aspect of the self is highlighted 
in a negative manner, focusing on other more global positive aspects of the self (vs. trying to enhance the specific aspect 
of the self under threat) may help restore one's broader sense of self-worth. A well-studied strategy of self-affirmation 
is value affirmation: identifying and elaborating on a personally important value (e.g., Fein & Spencer, 1997). Value 
affirmation appears to effectively reduce defensive reactions to self-threats (e.g., Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Sherman 
& Cohen, 2006; Steele, 1988). For example, coffee drinkers are more likely to accept the health risks of caffeine after 
affirming their values (e.g., Sherman et al., 2000; see also Epton et al., 2015). Self-affirmation may therefore serve as 
an effective strategy for inducing less defensive motivational states to advance important goals.

There may be individual differences in the tendency to use of self-affirmation as a strategy to counter self-threats 
(e.g., Brady et al., 2016; Emanuel et al., 2018; Harris et al., 2019). It is unclear, however, why some do so whereas 
others do not. The metamotivation approach suggests that exploring people's beliefs about whether self-affirmation 
is an effective strategy for instantiating less defensive motivational states may provide fruitful insights, with implica-
tions for theory and intervention.

To do so, we (Reeves et al., 2023) first examined situation differentiation beliefs: beliefs about the usefulness of 
self-affirmation in dealing with self-threat compared to other negative situations (i.e., metamotivational task knowl-
edge). Consistent with theory, people on average believed that self-affirmation represents an effective strategy for 
dealing with self-threats relative to frustrations and physical pain. We also examined comparative efficacy beliefs: 
beliefs about the usefulness of self-affirmation compared to other strategies that research suggests may be detri-
mental to coping with self-threats (i.e., metamotivational strategy knowledge): affirming in the threatened domain 
(Blanton et al., 1997; Tesser, 2000) and recounting the details of the threatening situation (Ayduk & Kross, 2010; 
Glynn et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2019). Participants reported that these alternative strategies were no more or less effec-
tive than self-affirmation in response to various self-threats. In other words, they fail to recognize the superiority of 
self-affirmation relative to other strategies in addressing self-threats. Critically, individual differences in these beliefs 
predicted how participants chose to respond to an experienced self-threat in the lab: those with more normatively 
accurate comparative efficacy beliefs were more likely to choose to self-affirm rather than recount.

Thus, although people generally believe that self-affirmation is a relatively effective strategy for reducing the 
deleterious impact of self-threat on the pursuit of valued ends, they may not use this strategy to the extent that they 
believe that other strategies (e.g., recounting) are equally or more effective. Beyond advancing theory, this work might 
inform the ongoing debate about the replicability and generalizability of self-affirmation interventions (e.g., Dee, 2015; 
Hanselman et al., 2017; Protzko & Aronson, 2016). For example, self-affirmation interventions may at times be inef-
fective because they fail to account for inaccurate comparative efficacy beliefs. Interventions may need to address 
erroneous beliefs about the efficacy of alternative strategies that individuals may initially prefer over self-affirmation.

4 | ADDITIONAL DIRECTIONS FOR METAMOTIVATION RESEARCH

The metamotivation approach not only helps to advance self-regulation research, but can also lead to new insights 
in other research domains (e.g., our self-affirmation work). We next highlight additional self-regulation constructs, as 
well as other constructs not typically thought of in relation to self-regulation, that could be constructively investigated 
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using a metamotivational approach. This discussion is illustrative rather than exhaustive, with the hope of inspiring 
others to extend the metamotivation approach in novel directions.

4.1 | Constructs from the self-regulation literature

4.1.1 | Goal-switching

At any given moment, people may be pursuing multiple goals (e.g., Kung & Scholer, 2021). As it is often difficult 
to pursue these goals simultaneously, a key challenge is knowing when to pursue each goal. This requires flexi-
bility. Assuming that two goals have the same priority (in terms of importance and urgency), it may make sense 
to start with the goal that would benefit most from (or least impaired by) the affordances of the current context. 
For example, working parents may generally find it more effective to pursue career goals at the office (when their 
children are at school) and to then turn their attention to their parenting goals upon returning home in the evening 
(rather than vice-versa). However, when children are sent home from school because of illness, they may instead 
find it more productive to work at home in the evening—especially after children have gone to bed early because 
of the sickness. Our understanding of goal-switching has generally focused on the requisite cognitive processes 
such as executive functioning and cognitive inhibition (e.g., Mc Culloch et al., 2008; Miyake & Friedman, 2012; 
Monsell, 2003; Shah et al., 2002). The metamotivation approach, however, offers a different lens for understand-
ing this issue.

The metamotivation approach suggests that people must discern what goal affordances are available in a given 
context and regulate their motivational states accordingly. For example, an individual may want to discuss work 
politics with friends yet find that the last thing their work friends want to do at a weekend social is talk about work. 
The individual in this situation may be better off down-regulating their desire to discuss work politics and instead 
up-regulating their desire to get along with friends. Understanding whether and when people recognize a situation as 
being one that affords one goal relative to another is an important first question to address.

As part of metamotivational monitoring, what cues do people use to determine that a situation's affordances call 
for switching to another goal? The metamotivation approach proposes that they may rely on metamotivational feel-
ings—subjective states that inform the state of one's current motivations (Miele et al., 2020; Miele & Scholer, 2018). 
Experiences of disfluency or frustration may suggest that one is pursuing the wrong goal at the wrong time, and 
that it may be time to switch. Alternatively, feelings of boredom or fatigue may similarly suggest that there is a lack 
of correspondence between one's current pursuits and the opportunities available in the environment (Kurzban 
et al., 2013; Tam et al., 2021). Moreover, people's beliefs about what those metamotivational feelings signal may also 
be an important question to explore. For example, some may believe that feelings of disfluency suggest a need to 
invest further effort into the goal they are pursuing (“when the going gets tough, the tough get going”), thus leading 
them to maladaptively double-down on that goal rather than switching to another. In these and other ways, the meta-
motivational exploration of goal switching may be a fruitful and generative area for future research.

4.1.2 | Phases of goal pursuit

Goal pursuit may be divided into distinct phases. One popular approach distinguishes goal-setting (deciding what 
goals to pursue) versus goal-striving (implementing goals to which one has committed; e.g., Gollwitzer, 1990; Mann 
et al., 2013). Goal-setting requires people to engage in balanced consideration of the pros and cons of committing 
to a goal (Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995). For example, people considering marathon training would benefit from engag-
ing in even-handed consideration of both the potential benefits and costs. However, sustaining goal commitment 
in the face of the setbacks—an important task of goal-striving—may require more biased processing (e.g., Taylor & 
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Gollwitzer, 1995; see also Myrseth et al., 2009). Marathon runners may be able to better sustain motivation when 
encountering discomfort on the race course to the extent that they attend to the pros rather than cons of finishing. 
Thus, successful goal pursuit may require flexibly implementing the right strategy to the distinct challenges posed by 
each goal phrase.

Research on how people navigate various goal phases has relied on experimenters manipulating the self-regulatory 
context to observe what strategies participants implement (see Gollwitzer, 1990, for review). The metamotivational 
approach, however, encourages researchers to explore whether people can identify the challenges associated with 
each goal phase as well as the strategies with which to address those challenges. For example, one might explore 
people's beliefs about the functions of biased processing in various goal phases, and whether these beliefs predict 
successful goal pursuit (for related work, see Bäulke et al., 2021). One could also ask similar questions about other 
processes that support goal pursuit at various stages, including action versus state orientation (Kuhl, 1987), loco-
motion versus assessment regulatory modes (Higgins et al., 2003), and expanding and contracting regulatory scope 
(Trope et al., 2021). For instance, some recent work suggests that runners who use wide versus narrow attention in 
long races to manage their motivation run more miles weekly (Balcetis et al., 2021).

4.1.3 | Feedback

Feedback—information about how people are doing in relation to where they want or need to be—is a critical factor 
that facilitates motivation and goal success. Both positive and negative feedback can increase motivation, depend-
ing on the circumstances (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; Schmidt & DeShon, 2007). In particular, the type of feedback 
that is most motivating may depend on people's level of goal commitment (e.g., Fishbach et al., 2010). For those 
uncertain about their goal commitment, positive feedback tends to bolster goal commitment and increase moti-
vation; in contrast, for those who are committed to their goals, this feedback may highlight their past accomplish-
ment and suggest that they can now afford to “coast” (i.e., invest less subsequent effort in the focal goal; Carver & 
Scheier, 1990). Negative feedback, too, has different effects among those who are high versus low in certainty about 
goal commitment. For those uncertain about their goal commitment, negative feedback can serve as a signal to with-
draw effort and disengage; for those certain about their goal commitment, however, negative feedback can signal 
that they have not invested enough into the goal and increase their motivation to work harder.

Given these dynamics, the metamotivational approach suggests that people may choose to recall or expose 
themselves to positive versus negative feedback to regulate their motivation (i.e., feedback may be leveraged as a 
strategy for modifying motivation). For example, students who want to bolster their commitment to their major might 
recall the positive rather than negative feedback they have received from faculty; students who are committed but 
want to increase their motivation might recall negative rather than positive feedback. Alternatively, students might 
request positive versus negative feedback from faculty mentors, depending on their level of commitment. These 
strategic behaviors require that people understand the impacts that different types of feedback have on motivation 
at different points in the goal pursuit process—questions that future research might address.

Note too that feedback sources are often interpersonal: teachers, mentors, coaches, and parents provide feed-
back to motivate others. The metamotivational approach suggests that the efficacy of these feedback providers 
in motivating others may depend on their metamotivational beliefs. For example, people recognize that there are 
benefits to receiving negative/critical feedback (feedback that one has not yet reached a goal or standard) when it 
comes to identifying and targeting weaknesses for growth and improvement (e.g., Trope & Neter, 1994; Zenger & 
Folkman, 2014). Yet, feedback providers often do not feel comfortable providing negative feedback (e.g., Cannon & 
Witherspoon, 2005). This may stem from a belief that negative feedback is demotivating or demoralizing. Further, 
feedback providers are especially likely to withhold negative feedback from people who are members of marginalized 
groups (Harber et al., 2010)—out of concerns with appearing prejudiced—leading these individuals to not receive the 
feedback they need to improve and advance (Cecchi-Dimeglio, 2017), exacerbating inequities. Thus, beyond needing 
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to understanding that negative feedback can sometimes motivate people and help them improve, providers may also 
need to know how to provide such feedback “wisely” (e.g., Cohen et al., 1999; Yeager et al., 2014) to avoid miscom-
munication and other pitfalls. In these and other ways, the metamotivational approach may extend and advance 
research on feedback.

4.2 | Extending the scope of metamotivation research

4.2.1 | Fixed versus growth mindsets

Beliefs about whether personal characteristics such as intelligence are malleable or not—i.e., growth versus fixed 
mindsets—exert a powerful influence on people's psychological experiences and outcomes (see Burnette et al., 2013 
for review; see also Dweck, 2006). For example, because the growth mindsets imply that people can address their 
deficiencies over time, these mindsets tend to motivate individual to persist in the face of challenges (Blackwell 
et al., 2007; Burnette et al., 2013; Dweck, 1999) and to learn from negative feedback (Nussbaum & Dweck, 2008; 
see also Trope et al., 2003). In contrast, fixed mindsets imply that nothing can be done to remedy low levels of ability 
(“you either have it or you don't”) and thus people who hold such beliefs tend to give up after failures and to dismiss 
or derogate negative feedback. These different patterns of behavior in response to negative feedback can lead to 
differences in the academic outcomes of students with growth versus fixed mindsets (e.g., Paunesku et al., 2015; 
Yeager et al., 2019; Burnette et al., 2023; c. f., Yi & Bates, 2019; Macnamara & Burgoyne, 2023).

Although most research highlights the benefits of endorsing growth over fixed mindsets, there may be important 
trade-offs involved. Growth mindsets, for example, lead people to be less understanding of those who exhibit slower 
than expected improvement (Ryazanov & Christenfeld, 2018), presumably because perceivers assume targets have 
not invested sufficient effort. This can be problematic for stigmatized individuals (e.g., those with obesity, lower 
social-economic class individuals) as a lack of perceived progress can lead to blame (e.g., Hoyt & Burnette, 2020). 
Theoretically, one might also propose that whereas growth mindsets encourage individuals to stay engaged in a 
domain despite negative feedback, fixed mindsets may help people disengage and move onto other goals (e.g., goal 
disengagement).

To the extent that such tradeoffs exist, the metamotivational approach suggests that people may adjust their 
relative endorsement of growth versus fixed mindsets depending on the context to flexibly support goal engage-
ment versus disengagement. Although people may be unlikely to switch between growth versus fixed mindsets in an 
absolute sense, their beliefs may include latitudes of acceptance that leave some room for movement (e.g., Eagly & 
Telaak, 1972; Peterson & Koulack, 1969; Sherif, 1963). For example, although people might endorse a 5 on a 7-point 
bipolar scale, their true belief may vary from 4 to 6. This latitude may allow for relative shifts in mindset endorse-
ment in response to different circumstances. For example, teachers might adopt relatively stronger growth mindsets 
to encourage student engagement among students who are struggling, but adopt relatively more fixed mindsets 
to avoid judging harshly any perceived lack of progress. Individuals highly committed to their goals might endorse 
more of a growth mindset to keep themselves engaged in the goal despite setbacks (Leith et al., 2014), whereas 
those who have decided to pursue other ends may endorse a more of a fixed mindset to help them disengage. The 
metamotivation approach suggests that studying people's beliefs about the benefits of these mindsets in different 
situations and how this impacts their flexible shifts in mindset endorsement in practice might be a fruitful direction 
for future research, with implications for both theory and interventions.

4.2.2 | Nostalgia

Nostalgia—a sentimental longing for one's past—is a complex human emotion that is characterized by narratives 
associated with greater positivity than negativity and that feature the self as the protagonist embedded within a 
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social context (e.g., Sedikides et al., 2008). Nostalgia appears to play an important role in coping with negative states 
that might interfere with the motivation to pursue valued ends (for reviews, see Sedikides & Wildschut, 2020, 2023). 
For example, nostalgia can enhance positive self-regard and serve as an effective counter to self-threats (Routledge 
et al., 2008; Vess et al., 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006). Nostalgia can also promote a sense of social belonging and may 
help people to address loneliness (Wildschut et al., 2006; Zhou et al., 2008).

The metamotivational approach suggests that nostalgia may be a metamotivational strategy that people use to 
address various negative experiences when they interfere with the motivation to pursue valued ends. A preliminary 
step to address this possibility might be to explore people's metamotivational beliefs about nostalgia—similar to our 
approach to self-affirmation (Reeves et al., 2023). For people who do not recognize that nostalgia can serve as an 
adaptive response to these negative states, there may be value in creating educational interventions that address this 
misbelief. It may also be interesting to explore whether people who believe that nostalgia is beneficial are more likely 
to engage in nostalgic reminiscences and experience positive well-being and goal outcomes.

Most contemporary research has documented nostalgia's adaptive functions; nevertheless, nostalgia through 
its association with pain through longing has historically been linked to mental illness (Sedikides et al., 2008). The 
metamotivational approach suggests that these divergent views of nostalgia may reflect inherent trade-offs of nostal-
gia as a strategy, and that exploring such trade-offs may be fruitful. One cost of nostalgia may be that by focusing 
attention on the connection between the past and present, it may render people less amenable to change (e.g., Reyna 
et al., 2022). Although there is research that nostalgia may promote creativity by enhancing people's openness to 
experience (Van Tilburg et al., 2015), to the extent that changes to the status quo threaten the ability to connect the 
present to the past, nostalgia may motivate resistance and backlash (e.g., Alter & Zϋrn, 2020). To avoid such potential 
backlash, people may instead want to flexibly adopt alternative strategies in some situations—for example, using 
self-affirmation in response to self-threats rather than nostalgia.

5 | CONCLUSION

The metamotivational approach embraces the notion that people can flexibly regulate their motivational states, and 
provides a framework with which to understand the beliefs and processes that such regulation entails. The potential 
contributions of the metamotivational approach may, moreover, extend beyond psychological constructs that have 
typically been examined in the self-regulation literature to other motivational constructs and phenomena, such as 
self-affirmation, mindsets, and nostalgia. We hope this paper inspires others to think about the broad implications of 
the metamotivational perspective and to explore the kinds of new questions that the approach illuminates.
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