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Goal Setting

Abstract
Undergraduate psychology students (N = 60) were randomly assigned
to do-~your-best, assigned, or participative goal-setting conditions.

The sample was split at the mean on the basis of scores received on
a clerical test, reulting in low- and high-ability groups. (Specific
cgoals”Ied to higher performance than did the do-your-best goals.
(With_task ability and goal difficulty held. constant, theré was no
¢significant difference between .the.assigned -and participative coén-
<ditions  on goal attainment, goal acceptance, or performance.

When the groups were split on ability, only<thé low ability
cgroup performed significantly better than the do-your-best group.

Two reasons are suggested to explain this difference. First,<1ow-
Cability subjects may have Trecognized an opportunity to improve perform-
¢anée over trials, and set or were.assigned higher goals relative to
‘high-ability subjectd. Second,c_low_-,abi-:tity'.subjeéts acécepted their
. performance goals to a greater extent than did the subjects in.thé

<high ability groub.
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Effects of Participation in Goal Setting
When Task Ability and Goal Difficulty are Held Constant
. Locke's (1968) theory of goal setting déals with the rélation-
«ship bétwéen goals or.intentions and task performance. The basic
<theoretical foundation of his cognitivé7theor&-is-{ﬁét_én—iﬁaiviaﬁalTs
¢ conscious goals (intentions) regulate his or her actionsi ¢A goal is)
¢'simply what thé person is consciously attempting.to accomplish (Latham
& Yukl, 1975). Historically, interest in the effects of goals and tasks
on behavior arose from the work of the Wurzburg school around the turn
of the century (Schultz, 1975). Locke (1968) notes their key concept
of determining tendency or set and its relationship to motivation has
been neglected by modern psychologists; however, a growing number of
investigators have begun to study the effects of conssious goals and
intentions on task performance.
In reviewing Locke's (1968) theory of goal setting, (Steers and
PéTter (1974) and Latham and Yukl (1975) found that both laboratory:
¢and . field research provided strong support for Locke's propositions

¢ that specifié hard goals, if accepted, lead to higher perforfiance

¢than do easy goals or generalized goals such.as. "do your best™. A
more complete picture of the nature of goal setting may be obtained
by studying the role played by the various components or attributes
of the goal-setting process as they relate to performance. Research
has been carried out on numerous, and often overlapping, attributes.

Using factor-analytic techniques, (Steers (1973). suggested the existence
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«of five relative autdriomous attributes. -In addition t6 (a) ‘goal specifi-
ceity and (b) goal difficulty mentiohed above, he identified (&) Ppart-
Cicipation in goal 'setting, (d) feédback on goal progress, and (e) peer

Ccompetition for goal attainment. Although not derived from the factor-

analytic study, Steers and Porter (1974) included "goal acceptance" as a
CEiXth attribute,« sinceé recent research has Pointed to its potential:
cimportance for empléyeée performance-under goal-settifig conditions;

(They concluded that increases ih goal- specificity are consistently
cand” positively. related to performancé across field ‘aﬁd"_‘labora*éoi-y\.
<Investigations) C Acééptance of task goals Was &186 strongly afd
<_positively related to performancés however, this conclusion rested

on only a few empirical studies and final Jjudgment must await further
invesﬁigation.

CAlthough the majoFity of findings concerning goal difficulty,

. "pafticipation, and -feedback on goal effort indicate positivé relation-=
Ships with performance, a number of-important-exceptions existed. «<Goal>
cdifficulty ‘studied in-the laboratory consisténtly pointed -to positive’
crelationships, while. the fiéld Studies generally indicated eithe¥ more
ccomplex -or null relationships’} In their review, :Stéers and Porter (1974%)

Cfound important intervening variables -that influenced performance relation-
¢ships. (They proposed these variables to be:  "The nature of task goals,

C:Eddiiiénél;siiﬁéﬁi6ﬁél;éﬁVifoﬁmeﬁiél1féc£brs;:and“individuai-&iffefenceé"

(p. L48), CNo,éonsistgnp"relationéﬁip-was found between the degree of

¢ péér_Gompetition and performance} again suggesting the existence of
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important intervening variables. Similarly, Latham and Yukl (19?5)
concluded that: "Specific goals increase performance and that
difficult goals, if accepted, result in better performance than do
easy goals" (p. 840). <Field studies they reviewed did 1ot provide
Qconsistgpt-qn@ positive- relationships between performanceé .and
cparticipation, moénetary incentives, and performance feedback. . Addil
< tionally,—they stated that: "needs, -attitudes, personality, and:
CpéThaPs- educatiofiand cultiral background may detérmine- whether an
Cemployee-will-respond favorably to goal setting, and.such traits mdy
¢ also moderate’ the effects of goal difficulty and participation 1A~
goal setting" (p. 843).
¢(Since-these fwo very thorough reviews other investigators have
¢ Siggested additional-intervening vaTiables that moderate betweén
cgoal=settiing processes and performance;y Organizational-climate facto¥s
<of structure and commitment and involvement' (Zultowski, Arvey, &
Dewhirst, 1978), tieed achievement (Steers, 1975), <Satisfaction
(Ivancevich, 1976),ability (Motowidlo, Loehr, & Dunnette, 1978), and
¢csupportive relationships (Latham & Saari, 1979b).

Goal and Task Difficulty

CIf goals. régulate performance then hard goéals should produce a,
Chigher level of performance.than &3y’ goals, other things (such &6
<ability)-being equalt Goal difficulty is usually operationalized as

some increase in the production of a given task in a given time period.

Regardless of whether an individual has a high goal or a low goal,
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the task is the same; only the goal is different. The setting of
difficult goals has sometimes been confounded with the difficulty
of the task. This is especially true in field studies where the
difficulty of goals and more complex tasks often co-vary.

Campbell and Ilgen (1976) conducted a laboratory study on goal
setting using easy, moderate, or difficult chess problems. Task
difficulty was operationalized as the number of moves to achieve
checkmate. Subjects were assigned and accepted either easy, moderate,
or difficult goals, i.e., solve 20%, 50%, or 80% of the problems. The
study was designed to avoid confounding goal setting with task diffi-
culty while varying both in the same setting, rather than holding task
difficulty constant as has been done in most goal setting research.

In the absence of any a priorl reason to predict an interaction between
goal setting and task difficulty, they predicted that their effects
would be additive.

CTheir results suggested that task difficulty has a gréatér effect
con tasK performance than goal setting, and: the-effect of “task diffi-
<culty is due to- increased task knowledge. Difficult tasks, whether

or not performed correctly at first, seem to supply more information
or more insight to the individual than easy tasks. ‘While the authors
(:EOnténd“tbgir;figdiggs‘holdino“thgoret;qa¥~implicatiﬁhs.fbrﬂLOCRé’é?
| «(1968): Work, they do ‘suggest. that éxperience on -prior tasks of varying
¢ difficulty should not represent & boundary ééhditionufor‘thefgdalﬁ

<Setting phenomenon. As Locke-(1968) suggested, individuals working
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;- under high goéals have high levels of intended performance and put forth
aoré effort .to.réach high performancé_levels., <Taékfaiffibu1£?26ﬁitﬁéi]
<6ther -Kand, _appears -to-increase ‘Pérformancé by providing thé individugl
with skillsto deal ‘with more complex situations. CThesSe increaseds
< skill"levels also-lead toinéteases in performance.

Motowidlo, Loehr, and Dunnette (1978), after assigning subjects
to low, medium, and high ability groups based on arithmetic test
scores, randomly assigned them to low, medium, and high probability
of success subgroups. A subject's goal was thus the number of
arithmetic problems that could be correctly completed by only 20%,

50%, or 75% of the subjects in each ability subgroup. In this way
task difficulty was manipulatel, and objective probability of success
corresponded to the above percentages. Sudbjective probability of
success was measured before, and at 5-minute intervals during the
task by asking the subjects to estimate the likelihood of reaching
their respective goals. The objective probability of task success
measure was significantly related to task performance, with perform-
ance maximum at the intermediate (.50) ievel of objective probability.
Subjective probability'qf success; however, was significantly and
monotonically reiafed to task performance, with performance maximum
at high levels of subjective probability. Objective probability
correlated only .30 with subjective probability at the beginning of
the study, but increased to .60 by the end of the study.

The authors suggested that objective probabilities of task
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success may have motivational implications somewhat different from
those of subjective probabilities. Possibly,(Subjéctive probabilities.
<of 148k success” are dependent Upon two uUnderlying factors “roughly
similar to.trait and State variables in_other human-attributes. ~Trait
. ref&FS_to.a person's self perceptions or beliéf about the Iikelihodd
(of~accomplishing a certain level of performancé while state reférs tow,
§p§ci{i9w@$pqct§fofrthe_task situation that” the individual ‘sees as)
£eithe¥ adding to -or detracting from his or her likelihood of beirg

-successful "in that particular sitliatidén. Their relative contributions)
{@gpggh;'vary'fromfsitqqtiog to situation. (This ideais Somewhat in
line-with the suggestion of Latham and Yukl (1975) that needs, attitudes,
cpersonality, "and perhaps education determine whether an employee willd
Tespond favorably to gdal Setting. Such traits also may moderate the
effects of goal difficulty and participation in goal setting. Future
research 1s likely to result eventually in the formulation of a con-

tingency model of goal-setting effectiveness.

Participation in Goal Setting

Latham, Mitchell, and Dossett, (1978) in a goal setting study
involving performance appraisals of engineers and scientists concluded
that(pértiﬁipatign”iS“impprtantminbgfar;gs'ii';gfluenges goal difficulty )

cand, hence, ‘performance.  However, they concluded that goal specificity
‘and-goal aEceéptaice can be attaired as.easily through assigfed goals)

as.through-participatively set .goals. Modern organizational theorists

(i.e., Likert, 1967) believe that employee goal acceptance and commitment



Goal Setting
7

are greater when the employee and the manager together determine the
employee's goal; therefore, they favor participatively set goals.
Jathan-and- Saari (1979a)- tested-this-idea with goal-difficulty held
<constant,-and concluded that.performance (ideas-generated)y :goal accept-
.ance; and goal attainment were not significantly different for -assigned
©or -participativély set goals. Dossett, Latham, and Mitchell (1979)
essentially replicated the above findings in a clerical test validation

study. In the second part of their study concerning performance

cggéiSjgre_aiffiéait,“pérformaﬂgé is iiﬁéiwaé.bé7éQhaI“Iffﬁbf.§ﬁp§rior
‘than“when goals.are participatively set.y
Why participation in goal setting is important remains elusive.

<Likért (in Tatham & Sd3¥i, '1979a) has suggested that the key aspects
of Systelm 4 Management are-supportive relatiornships, participative
«decidion making,-and goal setting, provided work facilitation and
ctechnical competernice are not a problém. Uln- reviewing thé three part-
cicipdtion.in. goal setting studies Teported above, Likért rnoted. that
participdtidn in itself may not be critisal for high performance;

but that it seems to be important because o? the high goals that

are set without them being perceived as difficult. Latham and

Saari (1979b) tested the importance of Likert's (1967) principle of
supportive relationships to goal setting with goal difficulty held

constant. “They found that a supportive management. §tyle led. toé)

f’igﬁé}géodié—being-ée£ thdﬁ‘éﬁféfbitlary management -style. Partici-
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(patively set-goals led ‘to better performance (idéas generated) than =
cassigned godls.. L And,~although a suppé¥tive management §tjle l&d to>
rhi@ﬁéffpeffgfﬁgﬁcej'the‘@iffgrence»waswgot~§i§n;fi9§n§. Inconsistencies

found among participation studies are difficult to reconcile. One area

suggested by the Latham and Saari (1979a) and (1979b) studies concerns

the difficulty level of the goals set. In the first study (1979&)

goal difficulty levels were significantly lower (ideas generated M =

55.00 versus M = 83.75) than in the second study (1979b). Taken together,
thé Tresults suggest that when goal difficulty-levels are high, partici
cpation” increases understanding, and when goal difficuliy levels aré)
Tlow, the importance of participation in achieving understanding may

Tbe diminisheéd.

The purpose of the present study was to test experimentally the
importance of participation in goal setting when goal difficulty levels
are held constant and subjects are grouped according to ability levels.,
The experiment was conducted in a laboratory setting because of the
difficulty and concern of manipulating the variables under study in
the day-to-day activities of employees in an industrial setting, and
because of the desirability of evaluating the following hypotheses
under well controlled conditions: (a) setting a specific goal leads
to better performance than adopting a general attitude of "doing one's
best". This hypothesis is consistent with Locke's (1968) theory.

(b) Allowing an individual to participate in goal setting leads to

better performance, more frequent goal attainment, and greater goal
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acceptance than assigning a goal. This hypothesis, although not
supported by three of the four studies mentioned under participation,
is consistent with classical and modern organizational theories. And,
(c) the effects of setting a specific goal will be greater over trials
for low-ability subjects than for high-ability subjects. This hypothesis
was based on observations and personal experiences as training director
of newly-formed combat aircrews at various United States Air Forces bases.
By setting specific goals (standards of performance) and giving the
newly-formed aircrews training to reach those goals, they were able to
improve performance, as an increment of training sorties, relatively
more than combat ready lead and select aircrews. The newly-formed
alrcrews were categorized low-ability while the lead and select were
categorized high-ability aircrews. Thus, the purpose of hypothesis (c)
was to test this idea of relative improvement as it relates to ability
groups.
Method

Design and Procedures

Sixty undergraduate psychology student volunteers (19 males and
41 females) were recruited and awarded credit points toward their
final psychology grade. A goal setting x ability x trials factorial
design was employed. Subjects were randomly assigned to a do-your-best,
assigned, or participative goal-setting condition. The sample was split
at the mean on the basis of scores received on trial 1 of the clerical

test (see experimental task and manipulations). The decision to use
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the mean to determine ability groups was based on a pilot study
(M = 62.69, SD = 12.30, N = 40, range 34 - 85) where none of the subjects
completed the tests. Thus, subjects in this study receiving less than
62 were categorized as low ability and those receiving 62 or greater
were categorized as high ability (Trial 1 M = 61.42, SD = 11.06), This
resulted in 10 subjects in each cell except for the participative
goal-setting condition where 9 low- and 11 high-ability subjects emerged.
Three administrations of the tests were given to each subject as a
means of ascertaining performance over trials.

Experimental task and manipulations. The experiment was advertised

as a clerical test validation study. A clerical test was developed that
consisted of name and number comparisons. In effect, it was a kind of
work sample since clerical work so frequently involves checking the
accuracy of one set of data against another. If the two numbers (or
names) in the pair were identical, a check Q/) was simply placed on the
line between them. For example, the samples of names and numbers

below are completed correctly:

West Coast World West Coats World
12345678 VvV 12345678
Republican Primary V  Republican Primary
67812345 67821345

There were 100 pairs of items on each of three forms of the test: half
were names and half were numbers. Subjects placed a line under the
last pair they examined when time was called, and the score recelved

was the number right minus the number wrong. For example, if a subject
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completed 75 items when time was called and had 4 mistakes, the score
recorded was 71. Based on the pilot study, where none of the subjects
completed the tests, a time of 240 seconds was established for taking
each form of the clerical test. This time also allowed for improvements
over trials due to goal setting.

To avold practice effects over trials, three forms (Forms A, B,
and C) of the test were developed and rotated across trials so that
each form was presented on each trial an equal number of times (see
Appendix I for copies of the tests).

The researcher greeted each subject in a friendly manner and
explained the nature of the clerical tests, told the subjects it was
a test of speed and accuracy, and established a generalized goal of
"do-your-best" for trial 1. Erez (1977) concluded knowledge of
results was a necessary condition for goals to affect performance,
so subjects were told how well they did on trial 1 (do-your-best) to
aild in establishing goals and aspirations for trial 2. The participative
goal-setting subjects were treated first, and a supportive management
style was employed to aid subjects in setting realistic but difficult
goals (see supportivenessvmeasure for description). Goals established
by those subjects with high ability in the participative goal-setting
condition were assigned to subjects in the high ability assigned goal-
setting group who were instructed to "shoot for" the same goal - thus,
goal difficulty and ability were held constant. In like manner, subjecls

with low ability were yoked. Subjects were then administered an alternate
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form of the clerical test for trial 2. The genéral goal-group subjects
were again instructed to "do-your-best".

After the trial 2 test was scored subjects were told how well
they did to aid in establishing goals for trial 3. Goals established
by the participative goal-setting groups were again assigned to the
same yoked subject in the assigned groups. The control or do-your-best
groups were employed to make comparisons about how specific goals
affect performance differently from generalized goals and also as a
means of ascertaining practice effects if any.

Dependent measures. Performance was measured as a percentage of

pairs identified correctly, adjusted for mistakes. Goal attainmen£ was
scored one for yes and zero for no. For example, if trial 2 minus goal
2 was equal to or greater than gzero, the goal was considerea attained.
In like manner trial 3 was compared with goal 3.

Perceptions were measured by 5-point Likert-type scales. The
participation, goal acceptance, and goal difficulty measures were taken
prior to trial 2 and trial 3 for the assigned and participative goal-
setting conditions only. The supportiveness measures Wwere taken after
trial 3 for all subjects.

Participation was ascertained by questions about who had in-
fluenced the goal set (i.e., "Who had the most influence over the
performance goal that was set?", and "Compared to the researcher how
much influence did you have over the performance goal that was set?").

Goal acceptance was measured by the following questions: "How committed



Goal Setting
13

are you to attaining the performance goal established?", "How important
is attaining the specific score established as the goal to your feeling
of achievement and accomplishment?", and"How much internal satisfac-
tion would you expect to derive if you attain the percentage correct
identified as your goal?". Also, goal acceptance defined in terms of
the congruence between assigned task goals and personal aspiration levels
(Steers & Porter, 1974) was measured as follows: "How many.comparisons
do you believe you can make and how many mistakes do you believe you
will have?". Responses were to the goals established (i.e., if the
question minus the goal established was greater than or equal to zero,
the goal was considered accepted). Goal difficulty was measured by the
following questions: "How difficult for you was the goal on the second
test?", and "How difficult for you was the goal on the third test?".

The supportive management style was based on Likert's system 4
manager (e.g., showing confidence and trust in the subjects, setting
goals participatively, or suggesting that assigned goals were attainable
with effort, and indicating that subjects should feel free to talk to
him). The experimenter followed a memorized script (see Appendix II)
that emphasized (a) giving the subject a friendly welcome, (b) reassuring
the subject that he or she would do well, (c) using words of encourage-
ment and support (e.g., "Do you feel comfortable with that goal?", or
"You did well on the test."), (d) encouraging the subject to ask
questions, and (e) asking rather than telling the subject to do something.

Supportiveness was measured by a series of questions which required all
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the subjects to rate the researcher on the following bipolar adjectives:
Supportive-hostile, friendly-unfriendly, considerate-inconsiderate,
accepting-rejecting, nice-nasty, and kind-unkind. An additional
supportiveness measure asked, "How comfortable were you in talking with
the researcher?", with a rating scale of 5 (very comfortable) to 1 (very
uncomfortable). In like manner, a similar question asked, "How much
trust and confidence did the researcher show in your ability to do
well on the tests?". This rating also ranged from 5 (very much trust
and confidence) to 1 (very little trust and confidence). Copies of the
questions are contained in the test booklet (see Appendix I).
Results

Manipulation Check

The goal-setting manipulation was effective. A 2 X 2 X 2 unweight-
ed-means analysis of variance (omitting the do-your-best groups) on the
sum of the two participation questions (test-retest reliability,

Pearson's correlation = .95, Eg(.Ol) revealed a main effect for goal-

setting only, F(1,36) = 63.22, p<.0l. Subjects in the participative
condition felt that they had more influence (M = 4.06, SD = .53) than
those in the assigned condition (M = 2.06, SD = .74) in setting goals.
No interaction effect was obtained., Also, as shown in Table I, there
was a significant difference in perceived goal influence, F(1,36) = 6.68,

p<.05 for trials. Subjects gave higher participation scores for trial

3 (M= 3.23, SD = 1.07) than they did for trial 2 (M = 2.90, SD = 1.28).

Insert Table I about here
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Performance

Test reliability. The reliability for the three forms when they

were employed in a nongoal-setting condition (i.e., the three trials
in the do-your-best condition) was .97 (Cronbach'é alpha). Means and
standard deviations for Form A were, M = 62,50, SD = 12.52; Form B,

M = 63.40, SD = 12.15; and Form C, M = 60.75, SD = 13.56. Cronbach's
alpha for performance across the three trials was .93; thus, the tests
were consider e equivalent,

Trends. Figure 1 depicts the performance mean ratings by groups
over trials. As shown, the high-ability groups performed at approxi-
mately the same level except on trial 2 where the assigned and partic-
ipative goal-setting groups scored somewhat higher than the do-your-
best groups. In the low ability groups the assigned and participative
goal-setting conditions resulted in better performance on trial 2 and

trial 3 than the do-your-best condition.

Insert Figure 1 about here

Goal Setting. A 3 x 2 unwelghted-means analysis of variance

(goal setting x ability on trial 1) resulted in no significant differ-
ences in performance when goal setting was not employed. Thus, the
groups were considered equivalent at the beginning of the study. The

3 x 2 analysis of variance was expanded to a 3 x 2 x 2 design (repeated

measures for trial 2 and trial 3)‘to determine if setting specific goals
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(assigned or participative) resulted in better performance than a goal
of do-your-best. A marginally significant result was obtained, F(2,54)
= 3.00, p= .056. Subjects in the assigned group had the highest perform-
ance (M = 70.03, SD = 10.52). Participative subjects' performance

(M = 69.98, 8D = 10.05) was better than the do-your-best subjects'

performance (M = 62.73, SD = 12.29). Table III (Appendix III) presents
the means and standard deviations for performance across all conditions.

Goal specificity. A second level of analysis consisted of compar-

ing the general-goal group (do-your-best) with the specific goal-setting
group (assigned plus participative) x ability on the performance measure
(trial 2 plus trial 3). The analysis of variance resulted in a significant
difference for goal specificity, F(1,56) = 12.07, p<.0l. “Subjects in>
<in-the specific-goals- group.performed better, (M = 70.00, SD = 10.15)
than those in-the do-your-bést group (M = 62.73, SD = 12.29). No
interaction effects for ability were obtained. Thus,{the hypo;pesi§
cthat. sétting a specific goal [1éads to better performance than urging
people to do their best was. supported:

Assigned versus participative goals. A 2 x 2 X 2 analysis of

variance (omitting the do~your-best groups) revealed no significant
differences or interactions between assigned and participative goal-
setting groups on trial 2, trial 3, or performance across trials

(see Table I). (There were no significant differences between assigned

Cand participative goal-setting groups-on -any-goal-acceptance measure)

carid thefe were no-significant differ eces betweér assigred and
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c-participative goal=setting groups on.goal Attainment. However, as
shown in Table I, there was a significant difference in goal attainment

between trials, F(1,36) = 4.73, p<.05. More subjects attained their

goals on trial 2 (M = 50%, SD = .50) than on trial 3 (M = 23%, SD = .42).

Ability. As mentioned earlier, ability was manipulat e and
determined on the basis of scores received on trial 1. As anticipated,
the goal setting x ability x trials analysis of variance revealed a

significant difference for ability, F(1,54) = 36.37, p<.0l. Subjects

in the high-ability group performed better (M = 75.45, 3D = 7.98) than
those in the low-ability group (M = 59.16, SD = 8.97). Also, as shown
in Table I, the specific-goals groups analysis (assigned versus partic-

ipative) resulted in a significant difference for ability, F(1,36) =

31.03, p<.0l., Subjects in the high-ability group performed better

n

(M = 76.95, SD = 5.90) than those in the low-ability group (M = 62.32,
SD = 8.12). Thus, as anticipatel, when subjects were grouped according
to ability, the high-ability subjects outperformed the low-ability
subjects on the clerical task,

cant differences _‘ﬁf_g‘_‘g1_-:ar_§t§i‘n“meﬁ“££v}é?§”fadﬁd “between

C Signifi
AbW-_and high-ability specific-goals.subjects} F(1,36) = 4.80, p <.05
(see Table I). More subjects in the high-ability group (M = 48%, SD = .50)

attained their goals than did those in the low-ability group (M = 24%,
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SD = ,43). Trnis-suggests that relativéTto théir_ability; goals that
were set (Sr-assigned) by- low-ability subjects were more difficult ™ )
than -goals§ for the-high—ability subjects. Z >
Although the goal conditions x ability interaction was not
significant, an a priori hypothesis stated that the effects of setl
a specific goal would be greater for low-ability subjects than for
high-ability subjects. There was a significant difference between
the low-ability do-your-best and specific-goals groups, F(1,27) = 9.87,
p<.0l. <Subjects in.the low=ability Specific-goals- group performed,

better (M = 62.32, SD = 8.12) than-those in~the 1ow-ability-do-your-,

-between-general -and -specific-goal-conditions in the high-ability group>
(see Table III, Appendix III). Thus,” the hypothesis that the effects,
-of "setting a specific goal will-be greater over trials for low-ability,

subjects than for high-ability subjects was supported.s

Goal Acceptance

When the three goal-acceptance measure questions were combined
across trials (test-retest reliability = .98, P<.01, Pearson's
correlation) a significant difference was found between the low- and
high-ability groups, F(1,36) = 6.86, p <.05. {Subjects in the low=,
ability -grotp -gave-higher goal acceptance scorés (M = 4,04, SD = .75)
(than those in the high-ability group (M = 3.42, SD = .58). ‘Alsc, as
hown in Table I, there was a Sighificant differ exce for trials)

F(1,36) = 6.89, p <.05. Subjects rated goal acceptance higher on
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trial 3 (M = 3.83, SD = .71) than they did on trial 2 (M = 3.61, SD = .74).
As stat el before, there were no significant differences between assigned
and participative goal-setting conditions on these goal acceptance
measures. (_When congruence-between-assigned task goals  and personal
§§pirgyipgj%evg}s (Steers & Porter, 1974);FaS“théfgoél acpggﬁapce»mgggggp
(test-retest reliability = .68, p <.01, Pearson’s correlation), {no>
cgoal=sétting groups oF thé low- and high-abilifty groupsy

Goal Difficulty

In the present study, since goal difficulty was held constant
(goal 2 M = 70,15, SD = 9.08; goal 3 M = 73.40, SD = 11.07), participation
could not affect objective goal difficulty. And, no significant
differ ences were found between the assigned and participative goal-
setting conditions or the low- and high-ability groups regarding the
two questions concerning subjects' perception of goal difficulty (test-
ret st reliability = .32, p <.05, Pearson's correlation). The grand
mean was 2.95 (SD = .55) on a 5-point scale.

Supportiveness

The six bipolar adjectives that rated the researcher on supportive-
ness were combined with the "comfortable” and "trust and confidence"
questions (grand mean = 4.47, SD = .42 on a 5-point scale, Cronbach's
alpha = .84). A 3 x 2 analysis of variance revealed no significant
differences among the do-your-best, assigned, or participative goal-
settihg groups, or between the low- and high-afility groups. Also, no

interaction effect was obtained.
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Discussion
<To~-the extent that. performance 18 affectéd” by motivational-factorsjy

.Cphé:present:stﬁdyféﬁpﬁdr£§7i66ké;é:(1§gé§:ébﬁzéﬁtzbn~iﬁé%fthéfﬁﬁi1656§hy:3
c of :doing-one's ‘best i not as productive as setting a specific goald
<Th& Trderlying principle is that godls guide action (and thought) .and)
(igeryéﬁro'féahsmatteﬁtidh_éh&fefforti{n sbecﬁ%ié‘diféEEEGﬁgx .Locke’ls

(1968) csuggestion that participatively set -goals may reSult in gréater

goal -acceptance’ than assigned goals was not -supported.- No significant

differericés were found between assiéﬂed_andlparticipatiVely”setjgoal§
on-the goal 4acceptance measured. These findings are consistent with

those of Latham and Saari (1979a) and Dossett, et. al. (1979) where no

significant differences were found on the acceptance measures.

The finding that the assigned and participative goal-setting groups
perceived the goals as equally difficult suggests that ability on the
task was held constant. Subjects in the participative group set goals
that they thought would be difficult but attainable, and these goals
were yoked to subjects of like ability in the assigned group.

This study, like the Latham and Saari (1979a) and the Dossett, et.
al. (1979) study, also found thatTwhen goal difficulty (objective and
subjective) "is héld constant; théré is no Significant difference in}
the performatics of those With participatively set goalS than thoss,

cwith assigned .goals. Goal attainment, like the Latham and Saari (197%a)
study was not significantly different for the two groups (40% versus

33% for the assigned and participative respectively). This is contrary
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to the Dossett, et. al. (1979) study where only 10% of the individuals
in the participative condition attained their goals as compared to 45%
in the assigned condition,( which--suggested that rassigned goals can,
cbe-equally .as_effectivey: if-not more-effective, than participatively
-set."goals, . providing they are.equally.as difficult.>
The problem of integrating these findings with the existing
literature on participation remains. One explanation for finding no
significant differences on the goal acceptance, goal attainment, or
performance measures betWeen the two goal-setting groups may lie in
the way supportive management style was employed. This variable was
not manipulat €. The intention was to treat all groups equally. The
combined supportive management-style pérception measure was not signif-
icantly different for the three goal setting conditions (do-your-best,
assigned, participative) or the low- and high-ability groups. Nor was
the difference between the assigned and participative groups significant
(see Table IV, Appendix III). In the Latham and Saari (1979b) study,
supportive management style was manipulated.™ Although thé fesults
cWeTE Tiot -significant, subjects ifl the supportive dondition PerfoTmed
¢betier (ideas generated ) than did_those in the nonsupportive conditiom
When goal difficulty is held constant between the goal-setting
groups and subjects are also yoked for ability, participation in goal
setting appears unimportant even though it may increase understanding

(Latham & Saari, 1979b). Thus, the assumption by modern organizational

theorists that allowing an individual to participate in goal setting
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leads to greater goal acceptance, better performance, and more frequent
goal attainment than assiéning a goal to them was not supported.

The question of why the low-ability subjects in the specific—goals
condition had significantly higher performance than the do-your-best
group, while the high-ability subjects did not prompted an analysis
of goal increases by trials. Recall that there were no significant
differences in performance on trial 1, However, if the low-ability
group set or had assigned higher goal increases (i.e., goal 2 minus
trial 1 and goal 3 minus trial 2) than the high-ability group, then
higher relative goals as well as their greater goal acceptance could
contribute to their higher performance over the same ability do-your-
best condition. Table II depicts the results of these analyses. There
was a significant difference between the low- and high-ability groups
for goal 2, F(1,38) = 22.32, p <.01. Subjects in the low-ability group
increased goal 2 over trial 1 (M = 11.68, 8D = 5.04) more than the high-
ability group (M = 5.86, SD = 2.43). There was no significant difference
for goal 3, but when the goal increases were combined (goal increase 2
plus goal increase 3) the results were significant, F(1,38) = 12.17,

' p <.01. ‘Thus, low-ability subjects ificreased go6als more-over-trials)

(M = 8.74, SD = 4.,81)(than’thé high-ability subjécts (M = 4.2, SD = 3.27).

Insert Table II about here

The finding of a significant difference in goal increases between
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the low- and high-ability groups is consistent with Locke's
(1968) goal-setting theory; difficult goals=(relative to ability in
the present study)(}ggdijTHEQEfEE;%8iﬁ§ﬁ€§;2 To a certain extent
these findings are consistent with those of Latham and Saari (1979a)
‘and (1979b) concerning the difficulty level of goals set. In both
studies, as stated by Latham and Saari (1979b), "Subject population,
task setting, and procedure were the same" (p. 155). The only differ-
ence between their studies was the difficulty levels of the goals set.
In the first study (1979a), ideas generated were significantly lower
(M = 55.00 versus M = 83.75) than in the second study (1979b) where
participatively-set goals were more effective than assigned goals. If
it can be assumed the subjects in their two studies were of equivalent
ability (generate ideas), then the goal increase from the first study
(1979a) to the second study (1979b) may account for goal-setting
effectiveness. In the present study, although there were no significant
differences between low- and high-ability subjects' perception of goal
difficulty, the direction was in favor of the low group (M = 3.03 versus
M = 2.88 respectively).

One might argue that the high-ability groups' performance was
restricted by a ceiling effect. None of the subjects completed any
test, and the highest score received was 96 by a member of the do-your-
best group on trial 3. The subjects were psychology undergraduate
students, and ability was determined on the basis of a premeasure nearly

identical to the performance measure. They were not told the mean
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of the pilot study (62.69) or what score was expected; only to work
for a specific goal or to "do-your-best". It could be that those
receiving low scores on trial 1 recognized an opportunity to improve
over trials and set or were assigned the more challenging goals.

To the extent that these findings generalize to an industrial
setting they have implications for managers who are aware of the
capability of their employees. CThgjggqgte§jipbtkhfiéllé?ééﬁ?%?tiﬁéf§§sed:p

<production-appears—to~be-for-a manager to_invest his timé_ withTthe_lower—
w@ifficult goals ‘in” a_Supportiveé Tianner without the goals beifig perceiveds
Cas difficult” or-impossible, CIf -employeeS. see-the-goal as challenging;
(they will-expend the-effort, as sliggested by~ the higher ‘goal-acceptance
Cheasures of- low-ability subjects, £6 achieve those goals. ( THe Fingl
(decision Tests wWith the managers. .They can-place individuals in
Cdifficult_situations knowing -some-will-succeed ’and. iNUS benefit_from>

tincreased: motivation,-while others fail, Jlowering their aspiration levels:

Cand Téading to -a- greater-iéndency to.fall in-the—future (Campbell & Ilgen,

1976). C{g:g;@g;jLQ:QXQQQ-ihe_latter_outcome-manégeggjnéédf%BtﬁéfaﬁATé

Cof the.capabilities of “their emplCyeés.

Finally, a word of caution needs to be interjected. This was a
laboratory study. The task was clerical in nature and of short duration,
and the results may not generalize to other tasks or longer work periods.
Moreover, the satisfaction of success and the threat of failure were

minimal, and the thirty minutes allotted to each subject may not have
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been sufficient for participation in goal setting to be effective,

- InTsummary, “the results—-of @;i;q;gicgdy sgggest-'-that —-(—a) -when~»ta,skﬁ

ability and goal difficulty are held -constant,  there ‘is no- difference

between -assigning a goal or allowitig dn “individual to participate im

«goal setting, (b) when. individuals &re presented -with a-difficult or

Cchallénging goal that is attainable and acceptel, they perform better,

e —aa

¢than when there -is—no goal or a généralized do-your=best goal, and:

T —

((c) the effects of Settifg & specific goal are greater for low-abilityy
e ertects

csubjects than for high-ability subjeéts. Two reasons -are-suggested to_

<explaih the d@ifférénce. "First, low-ability Bubjects TeGognized an,

—

<Opportunity to impirove performance oveyl trials and set or were assigned

chigher goal increases .relative to high-ability subjects. -Second, ~1owW~

———

abiTity subjects accepted. théi¥ performance-goals to-a greater extent:

<than did the subjects in the Righ-ability group. ,
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Appendix I

Clerical Test Forms and Perception Measures

Human Subject Consent Form



