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Development occurs through the process of setting and working toward goals, in which
individuals are often working toward multiple goals that are likely to conflict with one
another. Although motivation theories hold that goal conflict is a kind of potential stress
that may damage individuals’ mental health and wellbeing, the empirical research
results on the relationship between goal conflict and wellbeing are quite different. There
may be unknown factors affecting the relationship between the two. Against this
background, we conducted the exploration of the relationship between goal conflict
and life satisfaction, mainly by analyzing the moderated mediating effect of mixed
emotions and construal level. The results showed that the goal conflict did not directly
affect life satisfaction ( = —0.01, p > 0.5) but indirectly influenced life satisfaction
through mixed emotions (# = —0.17, p < 0.001). The construal level moderated the
relationship between mixed emotions and life satisfaction ( = —0.08, p < 0.01), and
the higher construal level will predict higher life satisfaction especially when mixed
emotions were low (M — SD) or medium (M). Therefore, the hypothesis of moderated
mediating effect is verified, and we can draw the following conclusions: (1) Goal conflict
does not necessarily impair life satisfaction. (2) Goal conflict impairs life satisfaction
conditional on the fact that it triggers mixed emotions. Since mixed emotions are often
accompanied by feelings of ambivalence and discomfort, they reduce the individual’s
evaluation of life satisfaction. (3) In the path of goal conflict reducing life satisfaction
through mixed emotions, the higher construal level mitigates the adverse effects of
mixed emotions to some extent.

Keywords: goal conflict, life satisfaction, mixed emotions, construal level, moderated mediating effect

INTRODUCTION

The development of mature individuals is achieved through the process of setting and working
toward goals (Deci and Ryan, 2008; Hooker, 2015). As the core motivational structure affecting
behavior, goals can enrich individuals psychologically by providing them with meaning for
their activities and selves (West et al., 2013). Research evidence shows that the pursuit of
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meaningful goals is associated with healthy psychological function
and individual performance (Covington, 2000; Locke and
Latham, 2002; Freund and Hennecke, 2015).

However, most people have often more than one ideal goal
at some point in their lives. The multi-goal pursuit and goal
conflict among personal life are deemed to a part of daily life
(Riediger and Freund, 2008; Unsworth et al., 2014). For example,
students in a university usually strive to do well in their classes.
Meanwhile, they socialize with others to make new friends.
Sometimes, they also want to improve their abilities by taking
a job in a student union or doing a part-time job to strive
for economic independence. However, due to limited time and
energy, these goals cannot be achieved at the same time. When
the pursuit of one valuable goal hinders the pursuit of another
or when the plans and behaviors of two or more goals are
incompatible, goal conflict occurs (Austin and Vancouver, 1996;
Boudreaux and Ozer, 2013).

How conflicting goals affect wellbeing? The answer seems
obvious. Early psychologists, such as Hull (1938) and Maslow
(1943), recognized the negative psychological significance of
conflict or goal conflict in their theories, and modern
motivation theories also regard goal conflict as a potential
source of psychological stress (McNaughton and Gray, 2000;
DeYoung, 2015). Unfortunately, in empirical research, the
relationship between goal conflict and wellbeing is not very
clear, and the relevant research results showed a large divergence
(Gray et al, 2017). Most studies have found a significant
positive correlation between goal conflict and lower life
satisfaction, more depression, and anxiety symptoms (Emmons,
1986; Kelly et al., 2011; Boudreaux and Ozer, 2013); however,
some other study results showed there was no significant
correlation between goal conflict and subjective wellbeing
(King et al, 1998; Romero et al, 2009). In a few studies,
researchers even found that lower-level goal conflict is related
to goal importance, anticipated happiness on goal success,
and positive affect (Freitas et al., 2009). It is undeniable
that these contradictory research results may be partly caused
by research methods, measurement tools, and sample
characteristics (Kelly et al., 2015; Gray et al., 2017). But
then, it may also be that there are still unfound mediators
and moderators between goal conflict and subjective wellbeing,
which make the relationship between them and show the
variable results in different situations or conditions. For
example, it was found that conflicts of daily activities in
adolescents and students were associated with health symptoms,
but not in adults (Perring et al., 1988), which may be due
to differences in cognitive characteristics and emotional
responses between adolescents and adults. Therefore, the
research on the mediating and moderating factors of goal
conflict affecting wellbeing will help to reconcile the
inconsistency and divergence in the empirical research results,
and present more details of the relationship between goal
conflict and wellbeing, and improve the understanding of
the mechanism of these two. Life satisfaction, as an important
part of wellbeing and a key parameter for measuring the
quality of life, is widely used in the research on the relationship
between goal conflict and wellbeing (Kelly et al.,, 2015), so

this study also used life satisfaction as an indicator of wellbeing
to specifically explore the mediating and moderating effects
of emotional and cognitive factors between goal conflict and
life satisfaction.

Emotion connects the life experience with goals and actions
and is an indispensable element in exploring the relationship
between goal conflict and happiness. Studies have shown that
in the process of multi-goal pursuit and goal conflict, individuals
usually experience mixed emotions rather than pure positive
or negative emotions (Berrios et al., 2017; Mejia and Hooker,
2017). According to the evaluative space model, positive and
negative emotions are two independent variables, and there
are three activation modes, such as independent activation,
co-inhibition, and co-activation (Cacioppo and Berntson, 1994).
Mixed emotional experience is the product of the co-activation
of the positive and negative emotional systems, which is
manifested in the complex emotional states that both positive
and negative emotions experience simultaneously (Larsen et al.,
2001; Larsen, 2017; Burkitt et al., 2019). As individuals working
toward a higher level of goal or toward multiple goals, the
importance and position of these goals in the target level may
be similar, such as work and family. People are not sure which
goal should take priority. The achievement of one goal can
impede the progress of others. The gains come with the losses.
All of these situations contain both positive valence information
and negative valence information, which provides the conditions
for the generation of mixed emotions (Shuman et al.,, 2013;
Berrios et al., 2015a).

In addition, the research on the functions of mixed emotions
shows that, although in the long run, the ability to react to
difficult moments in life can be seen as an effective way to
regulate pain, foster mental resilience, and maintain physical and
mental health (Hershfield et al, 2013; Braniecka et al., 2014);
however, in terms of short-term influence, the mixed emotional
state characterized by the co-occurrence of opposite valence
emotions can cause contradictory feelings and discomfort to
different degrees, which will lead to negative evaluation and
negative decision making (Hong and Lee, 2010; Penz and Hogg,
2011; Bee and Madrigal, 2013). Life satisfaction is an immediate
evaluation of the current life, which is more likely to be influenced
by the emotional state at that time. Moreover, the mixed emotions
induced by goal conflict should be a highly simultaneous mode
in which both positive and negative emotions increase
simultaneously (Oceja and Carrera, 2009; Barford et al.,, 2020),
which is inconsistent with the individual's needs for decision
making and behavior in this context, and needs to be resolved
immediately. Therefore, it is often more contradictory, confusing,
and uncomfortable, thus reducing the individual's evaluation of
life satisfaction. From the above research results, we seem to
be able to infer that when goal conflict occurs, the mixed emotions
experienced by individuals increase, which is accompanied by a
strong sense of contradictory feelings and discomfort, resulting
in individuals’ lower evaluation of life satisfaction. Based on the
previous research, Hypothesis 1 is as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Mixed emotions play a mediating role in
the impact of goal conflict on life satisfaction.
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In the context of goal conflict, the emotional experience
of opposite valence tends to make individuals trapped in
contradictory psychological states and then feel pain and
discomfort. A high construal level and future-oriented thinking
may help to deal with this situation (Mejia and Hooker, 2017).
Construal level denotes the different abstract levels of the
representation of objects, and this abstract level is of a different
degree (Trope and Liberman, 2003). The high construal level
reflects a generalized understanding of behaviors or events
and is superordinate and out of context. The low construal
level reflects the specific detail or circumstance of the behaviors
or events, which are subordinate and context dependent. Studies
have shown that individuals with high construal levels have
less discomfort and a more positive attitude due to mixed
emotions (Hong and Lee, 2010). Compared with individuals
with low construal levels, individuals with high construal levels
may have a better ability to experience and cope with mixed
emotions (Sun et al, 2021). The reasons may involve several
aspects: Individuals with high construal level are more tolerant
to mixed emotions and are more likely to adopt flexible and
creative processing methods (Forster et al., 2004). They are
more willing to choose desirable but demanding actions (Carrera
et al, 2020) and have better self-control (Fernandez et al.,
2018). The increase in psychological distance induced by high
construal level can also alleviate the intensity and vividness
of mixed emotions experienced by people (Wong and Bagozzi,
2005). Thus it can be seen that, in the face of mixed emotions

Mixed emotions

Construal level

Goal conflict Life satisfaction |

B
Construal level
||
Goal conflict Life satisfaction
C

Construal level |

Mixed emotions \{

H Life satisfaction

Goal conflict

FIGURE 1 | The moderated mediating models.

caused by goal conflict, construal level can not only affect
attitudes to mixed emotions and reactions, but also adjust the
intensity of the emotional response, to a certain extent which
determines whether individuals will experience a strong sense
of discomfort and produce negative evaluation when facing
goal conflict and mixed emotions. Based on this background
information, Hypothesis 2 is as follows:

Hypothesis 2: The mediating effect of mixed emotions
between goal conflict and life satisfaction will
be moderated by construal level.

Hypothesis 2a: The moderating effect may appear in the
first and second half of the mediating pathway, and
higher construal level will predict lower mixed emotions
and higher life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2b: The moderating effect may appear in the
first half of the mediating pathway, and higher construal
level will predict lower mixed emotions.

Hypothesis 2c: The moderating effect may appear in the
second half of the mediating pathway, and higher
construal level will predict higher life satisfaction.

In summary, this study constructed a moderated mediating
model to test whether mixed emotions mediate the relationship
between goal conflict and life satisfaction and whether construal
level can moderate this mediation process. Hypothesis 2a-2c’s
theoretical models are shown in Figures 1A-C respectively.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Considering that the age period between 18 and 24 is the peak
of life meaning seeking (Bodner et al., 2014), which is a critical
period for comparison and choice of various life goals, and
goal conflicts frequently occur, 846 college students from 19
provinces in China were selected as the research subjects in
this age period. Participants included 487 male students (57.6%)
and 359 female students (42.4%), whose average age was
19.73 years, SD = 1.51. There were 245 freshmen (29%), 291
sophomores (34.4%), 186 juniors (22%), and 124 seniors (14.7%).
In terms of the major in university, there were 408 who majored
in liberal arts (48.2%) and 438 who majored in science (51.8%).
The study used the Wenjuanxing platform' to recruit
participants and collect data. The respondents were informed
about the volunteer and confidential nature of the study, and
they provided their electronic informed consents prior to
complete the online questionnaires. It took about 10 min to
complete all the questionnaires.

Measurements

Conflicting Goals Scale

Conflicting Goals Scale adapted by Berrios et al. (2018) based
on the Strivings Instrumentality Matrix (Emmons and King,
1988) was used in this study. In this scale, participants need

'https://www.wjx.cn/
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to answer three different questions according to the five most
important goals of themselves, in order to assess the conflict
degree of these goals over the last few days. For example,
“I think that pursuing some of these goals hurts the pursuit
of the other ones” All items were rated on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree),
with higher scores indicating higher goal conflict level. In the
previous study, the Cronbach’s a coefficient of the scale was
0.69 (Berrios et al., 2018), while in this study, the coefficient
of the scale was 0.75, indicating fair internal consistency.

Satisfaction With Life Scale

The Satisfaction With Life Scale developed by Diener et al. (1985)
was used to evaluate the subjects’ overall life satisfaction. The
scale consists of five items, such as “I am satisfied with my life”
A 7-point Likert scale was used to rate all five items from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores
indicating higher life satisfaction. This scale is one of the most
widely used tools to measure life satisfaction, with the Cronbachs
a coefficient which was between 0.80 and 0.89 (Pavot and Diener,
1993). In this study, the a was 0.89, with good internal consistency.

Mixed Emotions Scale

The Mixed Emotions Scale developed by Berrios et al. (2015a)
was adopted in this study. There are four items on the scale
to measure participants’ mixed emotional experience in recent
days. For example, “I'm feeling a mixture of emotions.” A 5-point
Likert scale was used to rate all items from 1 (none at all) to
7 (very strong), with higher scores indicating higher mixed
emotions level. This scale is a common method to measure
mixed emotions, which has been proved to have good reliability
and validity (Berrios et al., 2015b), with the Cronbachs «a
coeflicient which was greater than 0.85 (Berrios et al., 2015a,
2018). In this study, & = 0.90, showing excellent internal consistency.

Behavior ldentification Form

The Behavior Identification Form (BIF) developed by Vallacher
and Wegner (1989) was used to evaluate the construal level of
the participants. Based on the Chinese cultural background,
we selected 12 items from the original scale (the similar practice
be adopted in the study of Fujita et al, 2006), with each item
representing a behavior, and each behavior was described in
abstract and concrete ways. The score was 0 when the subjects
chose the concrete description of the project, and 1 when they
chose the abstract description. Finally, the scores of 12 projects
were summed to obtain the total BIF score. A higher score
indicates a higher construal level. In the original scale, the item-
total correlations ranged from 0.28 to 0.48, and the internal
consistency was 0.85 (Vallacher and Wegner, 1989). In this study,
the reliability estimation method of binary variables provided by
Raykov et al. (2010) was used to obtain the reliability coefficient
of the BIF of 0.70, which met the standards of psychometrics.

Data Analysis
Harmans single-factor test was used to test the common method
biases of all of the items in the four scales. The SPSS 22.0

statistical software was used to conduct descriptive statistics and
the Pearson bivariate correlation analysis. According to the test
method proposed by Hayes (2015), we used PROCESS macro
2.16 for SPSS to test moderated mediating effect models proposed
in Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2. To be conservative, gender
and grade were included as control variables in the above analyses
to exclude their influences. The percentile bootstrap method based
on deviation correction was applied in the PROCESS macro
program, and the robust standard errors and bootstrap confidence
intervals of parameter estimation were obtained by sampling
5,000 bootstrap samples (each sample size was 846). Finally, the
simple slope test was used to determine how the construal level
moderates the relationship between goal conflict and mixed
emotions or between mixed emotions and life satisfaction.

RESULTS

Common Method Biases

The results of Harman’s single-factor test showed that six factors
with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted. The variance
explained by the maximum common factor, respectively, was
18.32% before rotation and 14.79% after rotation, which were
all less than the 40% required by the critical standard (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). Therefore, the influence of common method bias
in this study is very low.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlational
Analysis

Both mixed emotions and life satisfaction were significantly
different by grade (F = 3.12, p < 0.05, and partial 7 = 0.01;
F =381, p =001, and partial 7° = 0.01), and gender differences
were also found in both construal level and life satisfaction
(t = 437, p < 0.001, and d = 0.30; t = 2.60, p < 0.01, and
d = 0.18). With gender and grade controlled, the descriptive
statistics and correlation analysis results of all variables showed
that life satisfaction was significantly negatively correlated with
goal conflict and mixed emotions, and positively correlated with
construal level. Construal level had a significant negative correlation
with goal conflict and mixed emotions. Mixed emotions were
significantly positively correlated with goal conflict (see Table 1).

Mediating Model Analyses

Correlation analysis results showed that the relationship
between goal conflict, mixed emotions, and life satisfaction
satisfied the condition for the mediating effect test.

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix of all variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4
1 Goal conflict 296 0.86 1
2 Mixed emotions  2.49 0.92 0.38™ 1
3 Construal level 6.70 2.31 -0.10™ -0.14™ 1
4 Life satisfaction 415 1.35 -0.07" -0.18"  0.12~ 1

N =846:"p < 0.05 “p<0.01, "p<0.001.
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TABLE 2 | Regression analysis results of the mediating role of mixed emotions between goal confliction and life satisfaction.

Regression equation Overall model fit

Significance of regression coefficient

Outcome Predictor R R? F B LLCI ULCI t
Grade® 0.39 0.16 31.03™ -0.21 -0.37 —-0.06 —2.66™
Grade® -0.14 -0.31 0.04 -1.52

Mixed emotions Grade® -0.29 -0.49 -0.08 -2.79™
Gender? -0.04 -0.16 0.09 -0.58
Goal conflict 0.38 0.32 0.44 11.96™
Grade* 0.22 0.05 7.35"" -0.06 -0.23 0.11 -0.71
Grade® -0.28 -0.47 -0.09 —2.95™

Life satistaction Grade® -0.02 -0.23 0.20 -0.17
Gender? 0.15 0.02 0.29 2.20"
Goal conflict -0.01 -0.08 0.07 -0.17
Mixed emotion -0.17 -0.24 -0.10 —-4.70""

Grade is dummy variable, Grade®: freshman = 0, sophomore = 1, junior = 0, and senior = 0; Grade®: freshman = 0, sophomore = 0, junior = 1, and senior = 0; Grade®: freshman = 0,
sophomore = 0, junior = 0, and senior = 1; Gender? is dummy variable, female = 0 and male = 1. Other variables in the model were normalized and then substituted into the
regression equation. LLIC, lower-level confidence interval; ULIC, upper-level confidence interval. ‘p < 0.05, “p < 0.01, "'p < 0.001.

Mixed emotions

0.38"* -0.17"**

-0.01

Goal conflict Life satisfaction

FIGURE 2 | Path coefficients of goal confliction, mixed emotions, and life
satisfaction. ““p < 0.001.

The Model 4 of PROCESS macro program for SPSS was
used to test Hypothesis 1. The results in Table 2 show that
goal conflict significantly positively predicted mixed emotions
(t = 11.96, p < 0.001). When goal conflict and mixed
emotions all entered the regression equation, mixed emotions
significantly negatively predicted life satisfaction (t = —4.70,
p < 0.001). The goal conflict had negative association with
life satisfaction, but not significantly (t = —0.17, p > 0.5).
The 95% bootstrap confidence interval of the mediation
effect did not contain zero (—0.10, —0.04), and the indirect
effect accounted for 91.17% of the total effect. Thus, mixed
emotions played a mediating role in the relationship between
goal conflict and life satisfaction, and Hypothesis 1 was
supported. The detailed path model is shown in Figure 2.

Moderated Mediating Model Analyses

The Model 21, Model 7, and Model 14 of PROCESS macro
program for SPSS were used to test Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2¢
respectively. Of the three hypotheses, only Hypothesis 2c
has been verified. Table 3 shows that in the direct path,
goal conflict had a positive association with life satisfaction,
but not significant (f = 0.01, t = 0.20, and p > 0.5). In the
first half of the mediation path, goal conflict significantly
positively predicts mixed emotions (f = 0.38, t = 11.96, and

p < 0.001). In the second half of the mediation path, mixed
emotions significantly negatively predicted life satisfaction
(f=-0.17,t = —4.61, and p < 0.001), construal level significantly
positively predicted life satisfaction (f = 0.10, t = 2.81, and
p < 0.01), and the interaction term of construal level and
mixed emotions significantly negatively predicted life
satisfaction (f = —0.08, t = —2.61, and p < 0.01). The 95%
bootstrap confidence interval for moderated mediating effects
did not contain zero (—0.063, —0.003). When the construal
level was divided into three levels according to the criteria
of mean minus one standard deviation, mean, and mean
plus one standard deviation, the 95% bootstrap confidence
intervals for mediation effect of mixed emotions between
goal conflict and life satisfaction were (—0.07, 0.01), (—0.10,
—0.03), and (—0.15, —0.05). The results suggested that construal
level had moderated the mediating effect of mixed emotions
between goal conflict and life satisfaction, and Hypothesis 2c
was supported.

Furthermore, a simple slope test was used to analyze the
moderating effect of construal level between mixed emotions
and life satisfaction, which is in the second half part of the
mediation path. The results are shown in Figure 3. When
construal level was high (M + SD) or medium (M), mixed
emotions had a significant negative predictive effect on life
satisfaction (simple slope = —0.25, t = —5.22, and p < 0.001;
simple slope = —0.17, t = —4.90, and p < 0.001). When the
construal level was low (M — SD), the negative predictive
effect of mixed emotions on life satisfaction was not significant
(simple slope = —0.08, t = —1.85, and p = 0.06). When
mixed emotions were low (M — SD) or medium (M),
individuals with high construal levels reported more life
satisfaction than those with low construal level. However,
when mixed emotions were high (M + SD), the reports of
life satisfaction had no significant difference between
individuals with high and low construal levels.

In summary, the moderated mediating model is established
(Hayes, 2015). Mixed emotion mediated the relationship between
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TABLE 3 | Regression analysis results of construal level moderate the mediation process.

Regression equation Overall model fit

Significance of regression coefficient

Outcome Predictor R R? F B LLCI ULCI t
Grade* 0.39 0.16 31.08™ -0.21 -0.37 -0.06 -2.66™
Grade® -0.14 -0.31 0.04 -1.52

Mixed emotions Grade® -0.29 -0.49 -0.08 -2.79™
Gender? -0.04 -0.16 0.09 -0.58
Goal confliction 0.38 0.32 0.44 11.96™
Grade* 0.26 0.07 7.48™ -0.06 -0.23 0.11 -0.72
Grade® -0.29 -0.47 -0.10 -3.05™
Grade® -0.02 -0.23 0.20 -0.16
Gender? 0.13 -0.01 0.26 1.83

Life satisfaction Goal confliction 0.01 —0.06 0.08 0.20
Mixed emotion -0.17 -0.24 -0.10 —4.617
Construal level 0.10 0.03 0.16 2.817
Mixed emotion x -0.08 -0.15 -0.02 -2.61™

Construal level

Grade is dummy variable, Grade®: freshman = 0, sophomore = 1, junior = 0, and senior = 0; Grade®: freshman = 0, sophomore = 0, junior = 1, and senior = 0; Grade®:
freshman = 0, sophomore = 0, junior = 0, and senior = 1; Gender® is dummy variable, female = 0 and male = 1. Other variables in the model were normalized and then substituted
into the regression equation. LLIC, lower-level confidence interval; ULIC, upper-level confidence interval. “p < 0.01, ™"p < 0.001.

03 -1

02 A

Life satisfaction
(=]
1

—&— High construal level (M + SD)

= 0O - Mean construal level

—&— Low construal level (M - SD)

0.0

Mixed emotions

FIGURE 3 | Simple slopes of construal level moderate the relationship between mixed emotions and life satisfaction.

goal conflict and life satisfaction, and the construal level
moderated the mediating process of goal conflict affecting life
satisfaction through mixed emotion.

DISCUSSION

Development occurs through the process of setting and
working toward goals, in which individuals are often working
toward multiple goals that are likely to conflict with one
another. It is important for individuals to represent and solve
goal conflict in an appropriate way that is related to personal
achievement and healthy psychological function. The results

of this study showed that goal conflict was negatively correlated
with life satisfaction, which is consistent with most previous
research results (Emmons, 1986; Boudreaux and Ozer, 2013;
Kelly et al, 2015). On this basis, we introduced mixed
emotions and construal levels to further explore the impact
mechanism of goal conflict on life satisfaction and tried to
explain under what conditions and in what ways goal
conflict affected wellbeing from the perspective of emotion
and cognition.

Goal Conflict and Life Satisfaction
Control theory points out that conflict within the same
goal level will lead to pain, especially the conflicts between
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the high-level goals or the persistence of unresolved conflicts
(Powers, 1974), and as a result, the goal conflict is associated
with pain or low happiness. The negative predictive relationship
between goal conflict and life satisfaction in this study
verified the results of most studies in related fields (Emmons,
1986; Kelly et al., 2011; Gray et al., 2017). The latest theory
of motivation and personality also holds that the individual
behavioral inhibition system will be activated when
incompatible behavior with similar strength occurs, and the
function of this system is risk assessment, checking the
source of the threat, as well as inhibiting ongoing behavior.
The activation of the behavioral inhibition system may lead
to an increase in negative evaluations of conflict stimuli,
leading to rumination and worry (Corr and Krupi¢, 2017).
The repressed goal progress is also often associated with
increased psychological stress and decreased mental health
(Boudreaux and Ozer, 2013; Sheldon et al., 2015); for example,
studies have found that depressed groups report more conflict
than healthy controls, and the association between goal
conflict and psychological distress may be stronger in clinical
populations (Feixas et al., 2014).

A noteworthy phenomenon is that the negative prediction
of life satisfaction caused by goal conflict is not stable. Not
all empirical studies have shown the negative association
between goal conflict and happiness (Gorges et al., 2014;
Gray et al.,, 2017). In the present study, there was a change
in the relationship between goal conflict and life satisfaction.
Without considering mixed emotions and construal level,
there was a significant negative correlation between goal
conflict and life satisfaction, and the former had a significant
predictive effect on the latter. However, when mixed emotions
and construal level were added as mediating variable and
moderating variable respectively, the path coefficient was
no longer significant (see Figure 2), and even became positive
(see Table 3). The change in the path coefficient presenting
an interesting result, it is not inevitable that goal conflict
leads to a decrease in life satisfaction. Different levels, types,
and durations of goal conflict have different effects on life
satisfaction. Conflicts between low-level goals are less
important in determining happiness than conflicts at other
levels of the hierarchy (Kelly et al., 2015). Short-duration
and conscious goal conflict may be less harmful. If individuals
are aware that the goal they are pursuing is conflicting,
they can resolve it by giving up a goal or by mobilizing
more resources, but unconscious conflict is not easily resolved
(Higginson et al., 2011). Therefore, the heterogeneity of
goal conflict among subjects in the present study may be one
of the reasons for the change in the prediction coefficient.
In addition, the mediators and moderators related to individual
emotional response and cognitive characteristics that we will
discuss next are another important reason.

Mediating Effect of Mixed Emotions

The results of the present study showed that mixed emotions
play a mediating role between goal conflict and life
satisfaction, and the impact of goal conflict on life satisfaction

is achieved mainly through mixed emotions. This result
was consistent with that of other scholars about the mediating
effect of emotions (Kong et al., 2019; Lu et al., 2020). The
balance between positive and negative emotions is crucial
for life satisfaction judgment. Meanwhile, emotion is an
important mediating factor for individual differences affecting
life satisfaction (Kuppens et al, 2008; Zhu, 2015).
The physiological model proposed by Salovey et al. (2000)
holds that personality triggers physiological changes
through various emotions, which in turn have an impact
on health and wellbeing. Zeidner et al. (2012) also suggest
that positive and negative emotions may play a mediating
role in the relationship between emotional intelligence and
life satisfaction.

However, the previous studies tend to regard positive and
negative emotions as two separate parts and examine their
roles, respectively (Zhu, 2015; Lu et al., 2020), which is
difficult to suit the situation of goal conflict containing both
positive information and negative information. It is more
suitable for the present study to use mixed emotions as a
mediating variable, and the results of this study have also
proved this choice was appropriate. More than 90% of the
effect of goal conflict on life satisfaction was achieved by
mixed emotions. If we can change any of the mediating
paths, we can significantly change the relationship between
goal conflict and life satisfaction, and reduce the negative
impact of goal conflict on happiness. For instance, if we could
integrate conflicting goals at a higher level and increase the
self-harmony degree of the goals (Gorges et al., 2014), then
we could change the individual’s emotional experience to a
certain extent, thereby improving life satisfaction. We can
also improve individuals’ tolerance and coping ability to
mixed emotional conflict and ambivalence (Hong and Lee,
2010; Mejia and Hooker, 2017), or change the mode of mixed
emotion experience (Braniecka et al., 2014) to reduce the
negative effects of mixed emotions on life. In addition, from
the perspective of emotional regulation, choosing appropriate
emotional regulation strategies, such as cognitive reappraisal
or expression inhibition, to reduce the intensity of mixed
emotions is also an alternative approach that individuals
can try.

Mixed emotions are complex emotions in higher levels
of the emotional structure (Watson and Stanton, 2017). The
mediating role of mixed emotions between goal conflict and
life satisfaction presented in this study reflected the important
function of complex emotions between the individual difference
and wellbeing, which is an expansion of previous studies
on pure emotions. Compared to pure positive or negative
emotions, mixed emotions are a better description of the
complexity of life (Heavey et al., 2017; Burkitt et al., 2019),
with better ecological validity.

Moderating Effect of Construal Level

In the present study, it was found that the construal level
had a significant moderating effect on the mediating path
by which goal conflict influenced life satisfaction through
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mixed emotions. Individuals with a high construal level
showed higher life satisfaction, especially when they were
faced with medium or weak mixed emotions. This result
was consistent with the relevant theoretical and empirical
studies (Trope and Liberman, 2003; Hong and Lee, 2010;
Gorges et al., 2014). The construal level theory states that
a high construal level represents an overall generalization
of events and high-level processing (Trope and Liberman,
2003), and is more likely to make that individuals have a
long-term perspective and future-oriented thinking. A high
construal level can effectively ease ambivalence and
discomfort, and leads individuals to a more positive attitude
toward goal conflict and mixed emotions (Hong and Lee,
2010; Mejia and Hooker, 2017), ultimately leading an
individual to give a more positive assessment of life
satisfaction. In addition, empirical research also shows that
integration and higher-level values are the strategies that
are often focused on the process of resolving the conflict
of goals, and comprehensive solutions can help people
promote multiple meaningful goals at the same time
(Kopetz et al, 2011). In this case, the various aspects of
self tend to be integrated into a relatively harmonious
whole, with healthy psychological functions and happy
experiences emerging.

The construal level can be presented either as a stable
individual difference (Vallacher and Wegner, 1989) or as a
state cognitive characteristic that can be changed (Liberman
and Forster, 2009; Hong and Lee, 2010), which provides two
different approaches for manipulating and changing the
relationship between goal conflict, mixed emotions, and
happiness by construal level. From a long-term and
developmental perspective, the individuals can develop their
own comprehensive and integrated habits of thinking, and
reinforce their own cognitive tendency to process information
at a high level, in order to improve the ability to deal with
conflicts and mixed emotions. From the perspective of the
short-term and situational adaptation, the individuals also
can consciously keep themselves at the higher construal
level when they are faced with conflicts and mixed
emotions, processed the information in a holistic and general
way to achieve the purpose of merging differences and
mitigating ambivalence.

In addition, the present study also showed that the
moderating effect of construal level was not obvious under
the condition of high mixed emotions, and there was no
significant difference in life satisfaction between individuals
with high and low construal levels (see Figure 3). This
may be due to a high level of mixed emotion which reflects
the conflicts among high-level goals or internal goals. This
type of conflict involves contradictions in self-worth and
motivation, which is difficult to be integrated easily, so in
this case, the relationship between goal conflict and
wellbeing appears stable and strong negative contact
(Kelly et al., 2015; Gray et al, 2017). The moderating
effect of construal level has certain boundaries and limits,
and its role between goal conflict and wellbeing should
be viewed objectively.

Limitations and Future Research
Suggestions
The present study focused on the impact of goal conflict
intensity on life satisfaction, without taking the other aspect
of differences between goal conflicts into account. The goal
conflict measured in the present study may be heterogeneous,
which may result in the negative prediction of life satisfaction
by goal conflict and is not robust enough. Goal conflicts with
different levels, types, and durations have different effects on
life satisfaction (Higginson et al.,, 2011; Kelly et al., 2015). In
future research, it can be considered to separate the goal
conflicts according to their different nature and compare the
effects of different goal conflicts on wellbeing. This approach
would be more conducive to grasp the different states of the
relationship between goal conflict and wellbeing. In addition,
this study is only preliminary correlational research, and future
experimental studies are needed to verify the existing results.
Compared with pure positive or negative emotions, mixed
emotions can better reflect the complexity of an individuals
life (Heavey et al., 2017; Burkitt et al., 2019) and better explain
how complex situations affect happiness. The present study
only focused on a complex situation of goal conflict, and the
results can just make inferences in a limited range. In daily
life, situations associated with mixed emotions are ubiquitous,
such as work-family conflict, academic and environmental
adaptation (Heavey et al., 2017), crisis management (Xiao et al.,
2018), and major decision making (Mejia and Hooker, 2017).
Future studies can verify and expand the current research by
examining the influence of mixed emotions on wellbeing in
different situations, so as to reach a more general conclusion.
The previous studies have shown that, in addition to the
construal level, other factors can affect the individuals’ attitude
and their response to conflicts and mixed emotions, such as
dialectical thinking, Eastern and Western cultures, and age, which
are closely related to wellbeing (Miyamoto and Ryff, 2011;
Elliot et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2013). Future research can investigate
the moderating effect of different individual characteristics and
background factors on the relationship between goal conflict and
wellbeing, so as to achieve a comprehensive understanding of
the influencing mechanism between the two.

CONCLUSION

Based on our analysis and discussion, the current study suggests
that mixed emotions mediate the relationship between goal
conflict and life satisfaction. Construal level moderated the
second half of the mediation process, in which goal conflict
affected life satisfaction through mixed emotions.

The present study provided a theoretical and empirical
basis for correctly understanding and dealing with the
relationship between goal conflict and happiness. According
to the moderated mediating effect model established by us,
goal conflict does not necessarily cause a decrease in life
satisfaction, and some related cognitive and emotional variables
will affect the relationship between the two. This conclusion
provides an explanation for the inconsistent findings in the
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field. In addition, based on the above conclusions, we can
propose to effectively intervene the negative impact of goal
conflict on life satisfaction by reducing the intensity of emotional
response or through emotional regulation. For example, when
individuals are faced with mixed emotions caused by target
conflict, they can use a higher construal level to regulate
ambivalence and conflict sensitivity, so as to protect happiness.
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