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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, r esulting in low- and high-ability groups. ^Specific 
^gpalsTled 'to'higher performance than did. the’do-your-best goals. 
CWithitask ability and goal' difficulty held, constant, there'was no 
Csigfiificant ̂ difference between the assigned and participative cori- 
<Cditions- on goal attainment', goal acceptance,' or performance.

When the groups were split on ability, only <the_JLow ability 
ĉ group performed significantly better than the do-your-best group^
Two" reasons are suggested to explain this difference. First, <rlow- 

Cability subjects may have "recognized an opportunity to improve' perform- 
Cance over trials, and set or were, assigned higher goals relative to 
'high-ability subjects. Second,Olow-ability'subjects accepted their 
c.. performance goals to a greater extent "than did the subjects in the 
< high' ability group.
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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~'cieals'with the relation­
e-ship between goals'or-intentions and task performance. The basic 
Ctheoretical- foundation of his cognitive theory-is that an individual’’!?
<; conscious goals (intentions) regulate his or her actions? cA goal'is!
C'simply what the person is consciously attempting-to accomplish (Latham 
C& 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 modem psychologists; however, a growing number of 
investigators have begun to study the effects of conscious goals and 
intentions on task performance.

In reviewing Locke's (1968) theory of goal setting, (Steers and 
(Porter (197^) -and’" Latham and' Y.ukl (1975) found that 'both laboratory.- 
Cand field research provided strong support for Locke's propositions1 
Cthat specific hard goals, if. accepted, lead to higher performance 
Cttian 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,CSteers (197-3)- suggested the existence
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cof five relative autonomous attributes,. "In addition to (a) goal .specifi- 
ccity and (b) goal difficulty mentioned 'above, he ‘identified''(c) "part­
icipation 'in"goal 'setting,, (d)' feedback' on goal progress, arid (e)“ peer 
ccompetition for goal attainment. Although not derived from the factor- 
analytic study, »Steers and Porter (197^) included "goal acceptance" as. a 

Csixth attribute,c since recent research’ has' pointed to it's potential 
^importance for employee performance under goal-setting'conditions;
CThey concluded that.increases in goal specificity are consistently 
c.and‘ positively related to' performance across 'field and-.laboratory1; 
clrivestigat ions'. cAcceptance of task’ goals was also strongly and 
^-positively related" to perfornahcef! however, this conclusion rested 
on only a few empirical studies and final judgment must await further 
investigation.

CAIthough' the majority of findings •concerning'goal difficulty;, 
participation, and feedback on goal effort indicate positive relation­
ships-with performance, a number of-important-exceptions existed. ^GoalA 
^difficulty studied' in- the laboratory consistently pointed -to positive^ 
^relationships, while, the field studies generally indicated either more 
ccomplex or null relationships! In their review, -'Steers and-Porter (197̂ ')
Cfound important intervening variables -that influenced "performance 'r eLationf- 
Cships. cThey proposedf these variables to‘be: ’ "The nature of '.t'ask' goals', 

Oadditional-situational-ehvlrohmental-factors, and’individual differences" 
(p. 4A8). cNo consistent relationship-Was found between the degree of 

<" peer, competition and performance") again suggesting the existence of
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important intervening variables. Similarly, Latham and Yukl (1975) 
concluded that: "Specific goals increase performance and that
difficult goals, if accepted, result in better performance than do 
easy goals" (p. 840). C-Field studies they reviewed' did'not provide 

^consistent and positive- relationships''between performance arid 
c:participation, monetary incentives, ‘and 'performance feedback..' Addi't 
c tionally;,- they stated that: "needs, -attitudes, personality, and]
tperhaps- education land cultural background''may determine-- whether 'an 
Cemployee-will-respond favorably to goal setting, and-such traits may 
also moderate] the effects of goal difficulty arid participation" in'] 
Cgoal-setting" (p. 843).

CSince-these two very/]thorough reviews- other investigators; have 
Csuggested additional -intervening variables /that moderate between 
/gbal-Se'tf ing processes arid perf ormanc ei Organizational-climate factors 
Cof- structure and commitment/and involvement' (Zultowski, Arvey, & 
Dewhirst, 1978)> <need achievement (Steers, 1975)> ̂ satisfaction 
(ivancevich, 1976),^ability (Motowidlo, Loehr, & Dunnette, 1978), and 

^•supportive relationships (Latham & Saari, 1979b).
Goal and Task Difficulty

Clf goals- regulate performance then hard goals.should produce .a 
‘Criigher level of performance than easy g'oals, "other th irigs~-(such as 
^ability) -being equall 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,



Goal Setting
k>

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 (19?6) 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 priori reason to predict an interaction between 
goal setting and task difficulty, they predicted that their effects 
would be additive.

C Their results suggested that task difficulty has' at greater"effect 
con task' performance than -goal setting, and; the- effect" of 'task diffi­
culty ilt 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, T̂tfhile the authors 

^contend "their findings'hold' no theoretical' implications for- -Locke Vs 
c( 1968)1 work, they do "suggest, that’ experience on -prior tasks *of .varying 

C difficulty' should not represent a boundary condition, for the goal- 
isetting phenomenonJ -As Locke-(1968) suggested, individuals working
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r under high goals have high levels of intended performance and put forth 
<mpre effort to. reach high ~perf ormanc el levels. Cask 'difficulty .on the' '.1 
Cother-halidVtappears- -to " increase ' perf ormance” "by' providing the- indi vidual 
‘.with skills to deal with more complex situations'. CThese increased'.

<:. skill" levels also—lead to -increases 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 25% of the subjects in each ability subgroup. In this way 
task difficulty was manipulated, and objective probability of success 
corresponded to the above percentages. Subjective 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) level of objective probability. 
Subjective probability of success; however, was significantly and 
monotonically reLated 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



Goal Setting
6

success may have motivational implications somewhat different from 
those of subjective probabilities. Possibly,Osubj ec tiveypro^bi'litTes,. 
cof ;_task“ success" are .'dependent upon ‘'two"“underlying jf actors jroughTy 
.similar to. trail - and state- -variables., in -other., human--attributes. " Trait 

, refersTto. a—persoh1s self-perceptions or belief "about the. likelihood 
•̂of "accomplishing- a certain level of "performance while state refers to'3 
specif-i-c-aspects of the task situation that the 'individual ‘sees asj, 
.̂ either adding to or detracting froiiThis or her likelihood' of' being 
rsuccessful in. that‘"’part'icular.- situation. Their relative■ contributions’'-, 
r though7' vary'from situation to'*situation. 'This idea l's' 'somewhat in 
3-ine-with the suggestion of Latham and Yukl (1975) that needs, attitudes, 
p̂ersonality',, 'and perhaps" education determine .whether an employee, will! 
.respond' favorably to .goal setting'. Such traits also may moderate the 
effects of goal difficulty and participation in goal setting. Future 
research is 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 
thatvpartlcipation“is"'important insofar as it influences goal difficulty \ 

gand.» whence,* performance. r However, they concluded 'that' goal' specificity 
r-and- goal acceptance can be att'airied as. easily through assigned goals}, 
^̂ .-’nirough-pafticipativeiy set-goal's. Modern organizational theorists 
(i.e., Likert, 19&7) believe that employee goal, acceptance and commitment
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are greater when the employee and the manager together determine the 
employee's goal; therefore, they favor participatively set goals.
(-Latham- and- Saari "(I979a>) tested - this--idea- with goal" difficulty held 
Ccoris'fant, - and concluded that’ -performance (ideas- generated)-, :goal accept> 
•ance, and"goal attainment'were not significantly different for ’assigned 
.or■partieipativery'eet 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 
appraisals over an 8-month period,(they concluded that" when assigned 
igoal's are difficult, performance is likely to . be ’equal' Tf ‘riot .superior 
<than".when goal stare participatively set "•>

Why participation in goal setting is important remains elusive.
< Liker-t (in' LathamJSaari7 1979a) has suggested' that the "key aspects 
Cof̂  System ri Management are-supportive relationships, participative 
(.decision making, and goal setting, provided work facilitation and 
c 'technical competence’ are not a problem. ̂  In-reviewing the three part- 
Vicipafion ’in^goa!Isetting studies~r epof t ed above, Likert rioted'.’that 
^participation in it's'el’f "may "not be "critical fox; high performance) 
but that it seems to be important because of 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. CThey found’that'a’supportive.‘management.'style led.to)

^Higher goals--being-set than an arbitrary management style. Partici-
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Cpatively set-goals led "to" better performance"(ideas'generated)^ than ' \>
^assigned' goals'..'/.And,“although a supportive 'management' style led-to> 
^higher performance”, ’ the'difference was -not- significant,. Inconsistencies 
found among participation studies are difficult to reconcile. One area 
suggested by the Latham and Saari (1979a) and (19791>) studies concerns 
the difficulty level of the goals set. In the first study (1979a) 
goal difficulty levels were significantly lower (ideas generated M =
55*00 versus M-= 83.75) than in the second study (1979^)* Taken together, 

t'the results suggest that/when goal difficulty-levels are high, - particij 
rpationyincreases-understanding,- and. when goal difficul£y levels are/
/■low, the importance of participation in achieving understanding may 
Q5e diminished>.

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 modem 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 
aircrews 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 
lH 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 3^ - 85) where none of the subject 
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 (y/) was simply placed on the 
line between them. For example, the samples of names and numbers 
below are completed correctly:

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 received 
was the number right minus the number wrong. For example, if a subject

West Coast World West Coats World
123456?8
Republican Primary
678123^5

V  12345678
"\7 Republican Primary 
  67821345
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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 avoid 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 
Mdo-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 
aid 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 supportiveness measure 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, subjects 
with low ability were yoked. Subjects were then administered an alternate
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form of the clerical test for trial 2. The general goal-group subjects 
were again instructed to "do-your-bestM.

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 attainment was
scored one for yes and zero for no. For example, if trial 2 minus goal
2 was equal to or greater than zero, the goal was considered 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 were 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
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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, 197*0 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> £<.0l) revealed a main effect for goal- 
setting only, F(l,36) = 63.22, £<.01. 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(l,36) - 6.68, 

.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's 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 G, M = 60.75, SD = 13.56. Cronbach's 
alpha for performance across the three trials was .93; thus, the tests 
were considered 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 unweighted-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(2,5^0 
=3*00, = .056. Subjects in the assigned group had the highest perform­
ance (M = 7Q.Q3, SD = 10.52). Participative subjects' performance 
(M = 69.98, SD = 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(l,56) = 12.07, £<.01. -SubjectsiiTT> 

Cin~-the specific-goals-group .performed better (M = 70.00, SD = 10.15) 
jfhahTthose~ih -the do-your-best .group (M = 62.73, SD = 12.29). No 
interaction effects for ability were obtained. Thus,\the hypothesis 

fithatT.setting- a specific goal -leads" 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-setling groups-on -any - goal -acceptance-measure;.
Can'd' there were "no- significant diff er eic e s -between, assigned _ and



Goal Setting
19

c:participative goalVsetting groups on . goal'̂ attainment-. However, as 
shown in Table I, there was a significant difference in goal attainment 
between trials, F(l,36) = 4.73, £<..05. More subjects attained their 
goals on trial 2 (M = 50%, SD = .50) than on trial 3 (M = 23%, SD = .42) 

cThus, ’the hypothesis that’ allowing an- individual to participate' int 
-̂goalTsetd:rhg'‘leads to better, perf oimancey more ifrequent: goal^attainment, 
r-andTgreater"goarfacceptance .thari assigning 'a goal" was* not'~suppbfted.

Ability. As mentioned earlier, ability was manipulat si 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(l,54) = 36.37, £<*01. Subjects 
in the high-ability group performed better (M = 75*45, SD = 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(l,36) = 
31.03, ^<.01. Subjects in the high-ability group performed better 
(M = 76.95, SD = 5.90) than those in the low-ability group (M = 62.32,
SD = 8.12). Thus, as anticipated, when subjects were grouped according 
to ability, the high-ability subjects outperformed the low-ability 
subjects on the clerical task.

C-Significantj'differerTces filf^ggar^ftaTmiieht--were found between 
cloK-^Iandrhigh^bilii^y-specific-goals.-subjects} F(l,36) = 4.80, £<.05 
(see Table I). More subjects in the high-ability group (M = 48%, SD = . 
attained their goals than did those in the low-ability group (M = 24%,
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SD = .̂ 3) . T̂TTis -suggest"sTtha t-relativeTto~th eir'-abl 1 i t y 7 goals that 
were- set'( or- - assign ed) -by - low-ability' sub j ec.ts "were mo re difficulty Tb 
thaiT-goals'for- the-high-ability subjects/.r.D ' lb

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(l,27) = 9«87> 
£ < . 01. ^SubjectsTin- the" low-abilityIspecific-goals- group” performed, 
better (M - 62.32, 3D = 8.12) than- those' inlthe 16w-ability^do-your-:> 
^best group (M = 53•15> SD = 5*95)•  ̂There.was no'significant difference 
^between-general-and specific - goal' c ondi tibns in th e. high-abil itygroupb 
(see Table III, Appendix III). Thus,' the hypothesis that the effects^ 
"of'setting a specific'goal will be greater over trials for low-ability, 
subjectslthan for high-ability' subjects was supported.
Goal Acceptance

When the three goal-acceptance measure questions were combined 
across trials (test-retest reliability = .98, £<.01, Pearson's 
correlation) a significant difference was found between the low- and 
high-ability groups, F(l,36) = 6.86, £<.05.  ̂SuFjects in the Fow^ 
ability group 'gave-higher :goal acceptance scores (vM = k.Ok, SD = .75) 
vthan those in the high-ability group (M = 3*^2, SD = .58). -̂Also,-aŝ  

Shown in Table I, there was-a'Significant-differ aice-for trials'1,
F(l,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 stated before, there were no significant differences between assigned 
and participative goal-setting conditions on these goal acceptance 
measures, cjtfhen congruence'between-assigned task goals 'and personal 
^■s^ration-'levels (Steers & Porter, 1974)"was the 'g'oal acceptance measure 
(test-retest reliability = .68, £<.01, Pearson's correlation), Cno3 
rsignTf icarrtf differences- were found between the lassigned land -'participative^ 
cgoal--setting' groups .or the. low- and “high-ability" groupsT- 
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 oices 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- 
retest reliability  ̂ .32, £ <.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_P°int 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- 
setting groups, or between the low- and high-ability groups. Also, no 
interaction effect was obtained.
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Discussion
cTo'the extent thatt performance is' affected." by motivational factors'^ 

<-the“ present;'Study' supports Locke1 s (1968) -contention- that - the philo sophyfb 
<■ of ;doing- one ’ s- 'best is'not as productive-as setting, a. .specific goaF. 
cThe^urrderlying-’principle^ is'that goal's guide' action .(and thought) -andL 
r--serve ro' focus-attention and effort in specific directions". /Locked 
(1968) csuggestipntthat participatively set -goals may. .'result'Din greater 
goal-acceptance; than' assigned-goals was not -supported.- No significant 
differences were found -between assigned and participatively set'goals 
pn-the gpali;acceptance measures".. 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 thatLwhen"goal' difficulty (objective and 
subjective);Disj held' constaht-,''there., is rio significant difference .in'; 
the'perf ornance"'of thcfse "with participatively set - goalsithajri..;.those:

Cw fth -la ssigned goal s. Goal attainment, like the Latham and Saari (1979a) 
study was not significantly different for the two groups (k0% 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 :ass_igney goads pan, 

e.be~equally-as„effectiveT-if; not more-effective-, than- .participatively 
pset "goal's',,'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 manipulate!. The intention was to treat all groups equally. The 
combined support.ive management-style perception 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.F  Although~the'Iresurts 

cwefe"7not-significant, subjects’ in’the 'supportive corfditibn performed7) 
abetter (ideas -generated) ’’than" cLidTthose in the . nonsupport ive condition;.

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, 1979"b). Thus, the assumption by modem 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 assigning 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(l,38) = 22.32, £ <.01. Subjects in the low-ability group 
increased goal 2 over trial 1 (M = 11.68, SD = 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(l,38) = 12.17,
£ <. 01. Thus,I low-ability. subjects'increased' goalsmore over~trials'\
(M = 8.74, SD = 4.8l)Cthan.Ithe..high-ability-subjects (M = 4.24, 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'~goaTs~(relative to ability in 
the present study) rl^ad'fo^high performaricelG5 To a certain extent 
these findings are consistent with those of Latham and Saari (1979a) 
and (LL979b) 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» Tbe 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. CTheygreatest- potoTtial.’area for^increasedy 
^pr.oductiqniappearsrjtorTbeyforyay.manager to._inyest;..his: TtimelwithTth'e JTow’er^ 
^ability 1 individuals^Pl.The.'idea"is to participatively-set or assign . them* 
cdifficurt.'goals in' a Jsupportive.'manner'.without the ’goals being ‘perceived.̂ 
Tasfdifficult~ or-impossible.. C-If employees' see~the~goal;as_ challeng'dng} 
rvtt̂ y7w-i 11 -expend the -effortas-suggested bŷ  the -higher^‘goaT-acceptance 
CTmeasures of low-ability subjects, -to achieve; those.'goals. C The 'final 
^decision rest s’with ~the~ managers'. X  Th ey can-place tnd 1 viduals fi n 
Cdifficulttsituations- knowing--some • wi-11-succeedyand. thus benefit .from> 
rincreasedymcti-vation,- wh-ile others fai 1',. _lowerIng. theirfaspifation, leveTsi 
Cahd'-Xeading—to -a-greater-tendencyI''tb_fail in - the -future' (Campbell &  Ilgen, 
1976). (-In- order^to--avoid-the_lat.ter__outcome ..managers" need to -be -aware 

Tlof; the., .capabil‘Ities“'of.' th'ei r “ employees.
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, 
y'In~ summary, 'the' results -of this- --study- suggest "-that -(a)- when-task 

.abiiity .andJgoaTldifficulty ~ are -held 'constantthere '•is; no difference 
between-assigning- a goal or.allowing an 'individualto..participate" ih>_ 
r-goal' setting',* (-b)T'when. indrviduals are' presented -with a-dlff icult- or 
Cbhall enging goal that -is attainable and accepted, they perform better^ 
Ctfrari when there is no goal or a generalized do-your-besttgoal, and'
'(c).' the eTfects Xf^setting a .sbecific goal~are' greater for low-atilityv 
-subjects ‘ tHan~ for high-abiiity'subjects. Two reasons-are- suggested to, 
cexplain' the ~"dif f erehce~. First, low-ability subject s'recognized am, 
ropP.ortunity~to' .'improve performance^ ever; 'trials' and" bet .or were assigned 
chjgh:ef'"goal. "increases -relative' to\ high-ability subjects'. Second, ;low- 
abiTity~ subjects accepted~ their. performance goats to a greater "extent 
-than' did the subjects in the' high-^bilitygroup.
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Appendix I

Clerical Test Forms and Perception Measures 
Human Subject Consent Form


