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Enwi~  A. Locke  2 

American Institutes ]o~ Research, Washington Office 

This paper summarizes and integrates research concerned with a long- 
neglected topic in psychology: the relationship between conscious goals and 
intentions and task performance. The basic premise of this research is that  
an individual's conscious ideas regut~te his actions. Studies are cited 
demonstrating that :  (1) hard goals produce a higher level of performance 
(output) than easy goals; (2) specific hard goals produce a higher level of 
output than a goal of "de your best"; and (3) behavioral intentions regulate 
choice behavior. The theol~y also views goals and intentions as mediators 
of the effects of incentives on task performance. Evidence is presented 
supporting the view that monetary incentives, t ime limits, and knowledge of 
results do not affect performance level independently of the individual's goals 
and intentions. A theoretical analysis supports the same view with respect 
to three other incentives: participation, competition, and praise and re- 
proof. Finally, behavioral intentions were found to mediate the effects of 
money and "verbal reinforcement" on choice behavior. I t  is concluded that  
any adequate theory of task motivation must take account of the indi- 
vidual's conscious goals and intentions. The applied implications of the 
theory are discussed. 

I n  1929, B i l l s  a n d  B r o w n  i n t r o d u c e d  a r e p o r t  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  effects  

of  m e n t a l  s e t  as  fo l lows :  

One of the most important factors determining the level of efficiency which 
an individual may attain in . . . work is the atti tude or set with which he 
enters upon the task . . . .  But more effort has been directed toward con- 
trolling attitude as a disturbing variable than toward studying it  for its own 
sake. As a result little is known regarding the . . . influence of set in . . . 
work. (p. 301). 

1 The research on which many of the studies cited in this paper were based was 
supported by Nonr contract 4792(00) from the Office of Naval  Research. Other 
studies were supported by grant No. M H  12103-01 from the National Institutes of 
Mental Health. The author would like to thank Miss Judith F. Bryan of the 
American Institutes for Research for her help in all phases of the research. 

Major affiliation now with the Department of Psychology, Morrill Hall, Uni- 
versity of Maryland, College Park, Maryland 20740. 
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In  1963, R y a n  ~ made the following observation about  recent work in 
human motivat ion:  

It  is impossible to perform a psychological experiment upon a human 
subject without manipulating and controlling his intention or task. In spite 
of this fact, the experimental study of tasks has been relatively neglected in 
modern psychology. (Ch. V, p. 1). 

These two statements,  made nearly 35 years  apart ,  indicate a per- 
sistent neglect in experimental  psychology of the s tudy of conscious 
factors in t ask  performance.  The cause of this neglect is a doctrine which 
has dominated experimental  psychology for the last  several decades: the 
doctrine of behaviorism. I t s  fundamental  thesis is tha t  psychology is the 
s tudy of observable behavior and t ha t  (human) behavior  can be under- 
stood without the use of explanatory concepts referring to states or actions 
of consciousness. 

In  recent years,  however, some psychologists have become dissatisfied 
with the limitations placed upon research and theory by the behaviorist  
dogma. A growing number  of investigators have begun to s tudy the effects 
of conscious goals, intentions, desires, and purposes on task  performance.  
The basic (implicit or explicit) premise of this research is tha t  man ' s  
conscious ideas affect what  he does, i.e., tha t  one of the (biological) func- 
tions of consciousness is the regulation of action (see Branden, 1966; 
Rand,  1964, for a fuller discussion of the nature  and functions of 
consciousness) .~ 

I t  is argued here, in agreement  with R y a n  (1958), that :  

Tasks [intentions, goals, etc.] . . . are to be treated as causal factors in 
behavior. By this I mean that a task is a necessary condition for most kinds 
of behavior. (To find and account for the exceptions is an empirical prob- 
lem) . . . .  I shall assert that a very large proportion of behavior is initiated 
by tasks, and that a very large proportion of tasks lead to the behavior 
specified by the tasks. (p. 79). 

I t  is the purpose of this paper  to draw together and integrate the exist- 
ing l i terature on ,the relationship between conscious goals or intentions 
and task  performance.  For  our purposes the terms goal and intention will 

The following mimeographed chapters by Ryan are available from the Depart- 
ment of Psychology, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York: Chapter I:  Explaining 
behavior; Chapter II ;  Explanatory concepts; Chapter V: Experiments on intention, 
task and set; Chapter VI: Intentional learning; and Chapter VII: Unintentional 
learningl 

4 There are important philosophical issues involved in the decision to use or not 
to use concepts referring to states of consciousness as explanatory terms. These 
issues are both epistemological, e.g., the problem of the privacy of conscious states, 
and metaphysical, e.g., the mind-body problem. :Due to space limitations, however, 
the present paper is confined exclusively to a discussion of experimental findings. 
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be used in their vernacular meaning as "what the individual is consciously 
trying to do." (Some distinctions between these two terms will be made 
later in the paper.) 

I t  should be stressed that in the last analysis the content of a particular 
individual's goals and intentions must be inferred from his verbal report 
(based on his introspection). However, there are still a number of different 
procedures that may be used to study the relationship between conscious 
goals or intentions and task performance: (1) goals can be assigned by 
the experimenter before performance and the subject's acceptance of these 
goals (i.e., his decision to actually try for them) checked later by 
questioning; (2) subjects can be given a limited choice of goals before 
task performance and asked to choose one of them; (3) subjects 
can be allowed to set any goals they wish on the task and then 
asked to indicate what their goal was after performance. In addition, 
these methods can be used in various combinations; for example, results 
obtained using method (3) can be checked using method (1), i.e., by 
assigning the same goals to a new group of subjects that a previous group 
had set themselves. In the studies to be reported here, all three methods 
were used and all yielded substantial relationships between goals or 
intentions and task performance. Thus for our purposes, the advantages 
and disadvantages of the different procedures are not important (though 
in other contexts, it might be of interest to study them). 

No attempt is made in the studies reported to specify the ultimate 
roots or causes of the particular goals or intentions an individual develops 
on a task. Our interest here is only in the relationship between these 
goals and intentions, once established, and subsequent behavior. Thus, we 
are not presenting a complete theory of task performance but only some 
foundations for a theory. 

Turning briefly to the issue of nonintentional behavior, it is obvious 
that no individual is aware of or consciously intends every single action 
or movement he makes. But it remains to be seen just how much behavior 
can be explained with reference to conscious intent. For instance, Ryan 
(1958) argues: "The concept of determining tendency would suggest that 
the effect of a task [intention] may operate over such a time-span that 
it may produce an effect at a time when the individual is no longer aware 
of the task as such" (p. 82). 

It  may be instructive in this context to discuss four types of "uninten- 
tional" behaviors that occur frequently in everyday life in order to see 
to what degree these might be explained in terms of conscious intent: 
(1) One category is behavior whose end is ]oreseen but in which each 
movement in the  sequenc~ that is the means to the end is not con- 
sciously initiated. For example, in returning an opponent's shot in tennis, 
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an experienced player is not consciously aware of his footwork, back- 
swing, or grip, but only of the intent to approach and return the shot. In 
such cases as this, the action leading to the goal has become automated 
through extended practice; each response automatically sets off the next 
response in the sequence. However, it should be recognized that  the 
behavior sequence as a whole must still be triggered by a conscious intent 
(e.g., as "to return the shot" or "win the point" in the example above). 
Once the initial intent is abandoned, action ceases, e.g., if the tennis player 
suddenly decides not to try to return a shot, the usual action sequence will 
not occur. 

Furthermore, automated behavior of this type is initially learned con- 
sciously and intentionally. This is true of any series of skilled goal- 
directed movements or actions taken by man (though such actions will 
involve physiological activities of which he may never be aware intro- 
spectively; see type 4 below). 

(2) A second category involves behavior in which a di#erent end 
occurs than is intended due to error or lack of ability. For instance, one 
could try to return a tennis shot but hit the net instead. The behavior 
would be consciously initiated but the outcome would be imperfectly 
correlated with the intended outcome due to lack of knowledge or ability. 
Such behavior is usually described as "accidental." Clearly concepts other 
than conscious intent are required to explain accidents, but it should be 
recognized that accidents often involve very small deviations from the 
intended outcome (e.g., as when a tennis shot goes out of bounds by an 
inch). Thus conscious intent would be o~e factor in the explanation of 
the action sequence as a whole. 

(3) A third type of nonintentional behavior is behavior in which the 
end that is foreseen logically entails another end that is not foreseen as 
such. For example, in a verbal "conditioning" or a free-association ex- 
periment, one might intentionally give only the names of "jewels" (rubies, 
emeralds, diamonds, etc.). In doing so one would also be giving "plural 
nouns." Plural nouns would not be consciously intended as such but 
would be logically entailed by the intention to list jewels. Dulany (1961, 
1962) uses the term "correlated hopytheses" to describe subjects' hy- 
potheses in verbal-conditioning experiments which are correlated with the 
"correct" hypothesis. One could similarly use the term "correlated be- 
havior" to describe behavior which was not intended as such but which 
was logically correlated with intended behavior. 

(4) Finally, there is behavior which is not and never was under direct 
conscious control, but may be indirectly controlled. For instance, in the 
course of carrying out a voluntary act, many automatic, nonconscious 
physiological actions will occur (e.g., muscle contractions, neural activity, 
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glandular secretions, etc.)--aetions which one could not become aware of 
using the unaided senses. But by initiating certain molar actions one may 
indirectly control some of these molecular actions. 

The key point to recognize in the above four cases is that all the 
actions in question were or could be initiated by a mental act, that  they 
were or could be originally set in motion by a conscious goal or intention. 
In addition, the results or outcomes of the behaviors are ordinarily either 
the ones intended or are correlated with those intended (the size of the 
correlation depending upon the individual's capacity, knowledge, ability, 
and the situation). 

The research to be reported here involves predominantly simple tasks 
in which learning complex new skills and making long-term plans and 
strategies is not necessary to achieve goals--tasks of the type in which 
effort and concentration are likely to have a relatively direct effect on 
output or choice. 

The paper is divided into two parts. Part  I reports research dealing 
with direct relationships between goals or intentions and task perform- 
ance. Part I I  is an extension of the theory to attempt to account for the 
motivational effects of external incentives on task performance. An 
external incentive is defined as an event or object external to the indi- 
vidual which can incite action. I t  is argued that if goals or intentions arc 
a necessary condition for most kinds of behavior, then incentives will 
affect behavior only through their effects on goals and intentions and will 
have no effect independent of their effects on goals and intentions. Part 
I I  reports research relevant to this deduction. 

I: GOALS, INTENTIONS, AND TASK PERFORMANCE 

GOAL DIFFICULTY AI'~D LEVEL OF PERFORMANCE 

The studies in this section are concerned with the relationship between 
the level or difficulty of the goal the subject is trying for and the quanti- 
tative level of his performance (amount of output, speed of reaction 
time, school grades, etc.). If goals regulate performance, then hard goals 
should produce a higher level of performance than easy goals, other 
things (such as ability) being equal. 

Figure 1 shows the combined results of 12 studies on this topic by the 
present investigator and colleagues. In some of these studies goals were 
assigned to subjects by the experimenter and goal acceptance was checked 
by interviews. In other studies subjects set their own goals. In aH cases 
goals were expressed in terms of some specific quantitative score that the 
subject was trying to achieve on each trial or on the task as a whole. 
Goal difficulty is expressed in Fig. 1 in terms of the percentage of trials 
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on which the subjects trying for a particular goal actually beat that goal. 
Performance level is expressed in terms of the within-study z-score for 
performance for the particular goal group in question. Thus each point 
represents a particular group (a particular goal) in a particular study; 
it indicates the probability of the subjects in that group reaching their 
goal and their mean output in relation to the other goal groups in that 
study. 

The results are unequivocal: the harder the goal the higher the level 
of performance. (This was also true within each study; see Table 1.) 
Although subjects with very hard goals reached their goals far less often 
than subjects with very easy goals, the former consistently performed at 
a higher level than the latter. The rank-order correlation between goal 
difficulty and performance for all the points shown in Fig. 1 is .78 

g~ 

un 
.E 

-2 

-4 

-6 

• • 

0 

• • 

@ 

@ • q(0 @ 
@ @ 

• • • @ 

@ B 

@ @ @@ 

y= -6.47x + 3.44 
@ 

@ • 

| 

.l'o Ao Ao .~o .~o .6o .io .~o .90 

Mean Empirical Probability of Reaching Goat 

FIG. 1. O u t p u t  as a f u n c t i o n  of goal  difficulty for 12 s tud ie s  combined .  

I. 00 

(p < .01). (The one extreme point, circled in Fig. 1, was not used, how- 
ever, in calculating the slope of the function, as this would have given a 
misleading picture of the general relationship between the two variables.) 

The nature of the experiments from which the above data were ob- 
tained are summarized in Table 1. Note that a variety of different tasks 
were used: brainstorming, complex computation, addition, perceptual 
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speed, toy construction, reaction time, grade achievement in College-- 
thus indicating the generality of the results across tasks. 

There have been a small number of studies by other investigators of 
goal difficulty and performance, and the findings have been similar to 
those reported above. I)ey and Kaur (1965) using a letter cancellation 
task found hard (assigned) output goals to produce a higher level of 
performance than easy goals. Mace (1935) in a study of psychomotor 
performance found that subjects who were instructed to try to improve 
their scores 25% per day, improved at a faster rate than those instructed 
to improve at a rate of 5% per day. Siegal and Fouraker (1960), using 
an experimental bargaining task, asked some subjects to try for a 
specific quantitatively high profit and others to try for a specific quanti- 
tatively low profit. The former group actually negotiated higher profits 
than the latter, Locke (1966b) reanalyzed some data gathered by Fryer 
in a study Of code learning, in which some subieets set goals before each 
trial and some did not. Locke found that those subjects who set high 
goals in relation to their previous performance performed better on the 
task than those who set comparatively low goals. Eason and White (1961) 
found that subjects who were instructed to try to stay on target in a 
pursuit rotor task for 0, 50, and 100% of the time, respectively, actually 
did so. Eason and White also found that subjects tracking a smaller 
target showed greater muscular control (greater precision of movement) 
than those tracking a larger target. (This is an example of category type 
3 of unintended behavior discussed above: the subjects with smaller 
targets were not trying explicitly for greater muscular control than 
those with larger targets; this outcome was a logical correlate of the 
former subjects trying to "stay on" a smaller target.) 

Stedry (1960), in a study of problem solving, demonstrated the 
importance of distinguishing between instructions and the subjects' 
personal goals. He told different groups of subjects to t ry  to complete 
different numbers of problems in the time allowed, l ie  also had subjects 
indicate their own personal levels of aspiration, either before or after 
the goals were assigned by the experimenter, l ie  found that hard assigned 
goals led to a higher number of problems completed than easy goals only 
if the goals were assigned before the hard-goal subjects se~ their per- 
sonal goals. If they set personal goals first, they tended to reject the 
assigned hard goals and performed quite poorly on the task. 

Two previous studies have found significant relationships between 
students' grade goals and actual grade performance in school (controlling 
for scholastic ability). Uhlinger and Stephens (1960) and Battle (1966) 
used college freshmen and junior high school students as subjects, respec- 
tively. Unfortunately, however, the grade-goal questionnaires were ad- 
ministered near the end of the semester during which the grades were 
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obtained, thus making the cause-effect relationship somewhat equivocal. 
(This was not true of the grade-toM study in Table 1, however.) 

A study of "real life" goal-setting was carried out by Zander and 
Newcomb (1967). They studied the United Fund campaigns of 149 
selected communities over a period of 4 years. I t  was found tha t  com- 
munities who set monetary goals tha t  were higher than their previous 
year's performance raised more money (in dollars per capita) in relation 
to their previous year's performance than communities who set goals tha t  
were lower than their previous year,s performance. Further analyses 
supported the view that  these goals were a cause rather than an effect of 
actual performance. (One exception to the former finding was that  for 
communities with a history of failure to reach their fund goals, there was 
no correlation between goals and performance.) 

In the industrial area, numerous investigators have observed that  
workers' output norms influence their level of production (e.g., Mathew- 
son, 1931; Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939; Smith, 1953; Whyte, 1955). 
The focus of interest in these field studies, however, was on the negative 
side of work norms and standards, on their effect in keeping do~vn produc- 
tion. But  a broader view of the issue should recognize tha t  norms have 
a positive side; they  also hold up production. A production norm is 
simply a work goal shared by a group of workers. 

Since the experimentM studies mentioned above were unanimous in 
finding tha t  hard goals produced a higher level of performance than easy 
goals, a word is in order regarding a theory of task performance which 
would not have predicted these findings. Atkinson and Feather (1966) 
regard level of performance to be a function of the product of the proba- 
bility of reaching the goal (task difficulty) and the incentive (satisfac- 
tion) value of reaching it. They assume tha t  probability of success 
(PS) and incentive value (I) are inversely and linearly related, so that  
a high-BS task yields low satisfaction with success (I) whereas a low-PS 
task yields high satisfaction with success. Thus the highest product of 
these two scores and, thence, the highest output, should occur when both 
have a value of .50, which means when probability of success is .505 (see 
Atkinson, 1958). The curve relating probability of success to output 
should be bell-shaped, with extreme values of PS producing low output, 
and moderate values producing high output. 

I t  is clear that  the results of the studies cited above flatly contradict 

5 Atkinson's complete theory also incorporates the influence of need for achieve- 
ment and fear of failure on performance. For purposes of this discussion it is 
assumed that tile motive to approach success is greater than the motive to avoid 
failure. However, even if this were not true of the subjects used in the studies cited, 
there is no way that Atkinson's theory, as it now stands, could be made to predict a 
linear relationship between task difficulty and performance level. 



168 EDWIN A. LOOKE 

this theory (cf., Fig. 1). The source of the contradiction involves the 
subjects with hard goals. The above cited studies found that subjects 
with hard goals worked harder, not less hard, than subjects with moderate 
goals. In other words, the Ss adjusted their effort to the difficulty of the 
goal or task undertaken (see Bryan and Locke, 1967b). If the task was 
hard, they worked hard; if it was easy they worked less hard. And, in 
fact, it would have been irrational for them to act otherwise. If  an indi- 
vidual genuinely has a difficult goal, it would be self-contradictory for 
him not to work hard to achieve it. If he did not do so, we would question 
whether he really had such a goal at all. 

The issue here is one brought up by Stedry (1960) and discussed above: 
it concerns the difference between goal or task assignment and goal 
acceptance. I t  is true that many people reject difficult tasks which are 
assigned to them and probably more people reject very hard tasks than 
reject moderately hard tasks. But the point is that once a hard task is 
accepted, the only logical thing to do is  to try one's hardest until one 
decides to lower or abandon the goal. I t  is argued that people who do 
stop trying when confronted by a hard task are people who have decided 
the goal is impossible to reach and who no longer are trying /or that 
goal. In the above studies, most subjects assigned hard goals or tasks 
evidently accepted them (for some exceptions, see Locke and Bryan, 
1967a). 

Atkinson (1958), however, conducted one study which seemed to 
support his theory; subjects were given two tasks and were told that 
either ½o, ~ ,  ~ or ~ ' s  of the subjects in the group they were in would 
win a monetary prize, the winners being those who showed the highest 
output on the two tasks. The highest output was achieved by the ~ and 
½ probability-of-success groups with the two extreme groups showing 
the lowest output. In this study it is likely that many of the subjects in 
the ½o group did not try to win, because they thought their chances were 
poor. The actual goals of the subiects in the different groups were not 
determined. Furthermore, an attempted replication of this study by 
McClelland (1961, p. 216) obtained a (negative) linear relationship 
between PS and output--a finding which supports the present theory. 

I~ELKTIONSI-IIP OF QUALITATIVELY DIFFE~RENT GOALS TO 
LEVEL OF PERFORMANCE 

The studies in this section are concerned with the relationship of 
qualitatively different goals to level of performance. Most of them deal 
with a comparison of the assigned goal of "do your best" with specific 
hard goals. The former was chosen for research by the present writer 
because it is used, explicitly or implicitly, in virtually all psychological 
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experiments. Yet, just what it means is not exactly clear. I t  was believed 
that such a goal did not necessarily lead to the highest performance 
possible. Thus it was decided to compare the output induced by a "do- 
best" goal with that which could be produced by specific quantitative 
hard goals of the type used in the studies described in the previous 
section. 

Table 2 summarizes the results of eight studies conducted by the 
present writer and Bryan in which these two types of goals were com- 
pared. In six of the eight studies the subiects trying for specific hard 
goals performed at a significantly higher level than subiects trying to 
"do their best." Thus, a "do best" goal does not tend to produce (under 
the conditions of these studies) the highest possible level of performance. 

Mace (1935) obtained a similar finding in a study of complex computa- 
tion. He gave one group of subiects specific hard standards, geared to 
their ability level, to aim for in each work period, whereas other subjects 
were told simply to "do their best." The group with hard standards 
improved much faster than the "do best" group. Mace also analyzed the 
within-trial rates of the hard-goal and do-best groups and found that the 
difference between the groups was due entirely to the hard-goal group 
showing higher output toward the end of each 20-minute-trial period as 
compared with the do-best group. Both groups worked at the same pace 
early in each work period but the difference between them grew as the 
work period progressed. However, in one of the studies reported above 
(Locke and Bryan, 1966a) the superiority of the hard-goal groups was 
equally large during each segment of the work period (although in the 
latter study the periods were only 10-minutes long). On the other hand, 
in two other studies reported above (Locke and Bryan, 1967a) using 
single trials that lasted 1~-2  hours, Mace's finding was replicated. The 
difference between the groups increased steadily during the course of 
these long work periods. Clearly" one reason that specific hard goals 
enhance performance is that they prolong effort during the latter portions 
of long work sessions. 

In a study of a somewhat different nature, Henderson (1963) assigned 
fifth-grade children stories to read, but asked them to indicate what their 
reading purposes would be before they began. He found that children 
who formulated more complex, numerous, and creative purposes actually 
attained their purposes more fully and completely than did subieets who 
formulated fewer, less complex, and less creative purposes. 

Finally, an industrial study by Meyer, Kay and French (196.5) ex- 
amined the effects of goal-setting during app~:aisa! interviews on subse- 
quent job performance. They found that of those performance items 
which were translated into specific goals, 65% showed subsequent im- 
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provement, while of those performance items that did not get translated 
into goals, only 27% showed subsequent improvement. 

BEHAVIORAL INTENTIONS AND CHOICE 

The designs of the studies reported in the preceding sections required 
all subjects to work at the same task (do the same thing) and the focus 
of interest was on how well they did it (i.e., output). The experiments to 
be reported in this section were designed so that subjects had a choice 
either as to the difficulty of the task they would work on or the particular 
kinds of responses they would give. The intention to make a certain task 
choice or to respond in a certain way will henceforth be called a be- 
havioral intention (after Dulany, 1962). 

Three studies conducted by the present writer and colleagues (Locke, 
Bryan, and Kendall, 1968) examined the relationship between behavioral 
intentions and task choice. The task in all eases was word unscrambling 
and subjects were allowed to choose, on each trial, the length of the word 
(e.g., four letters, five letters, six letters, etc.) they would try to un- 
scramble. Subjects had 45 seconds to try to solve each word chosen. Word- 
length choice was the dependent variable. 

In the first study there were three blocks of ten trials each and subjects 
filled out a 5-point behavioral-intention scale before each trial and before 
each block of trials. The scale asked the subject to indicate whether she 
intended to choose a "very hard word," a "hard word," a "moderately 
hard word," etc. on the next trial or block of trials. The intention ratings 
were quantified on a 5-point scale: 1 for the "very easy words" alterna- 
tive, to 5 for the "very hard words" alternative. The mean within- 
subject correlation between word length choice and intentions across the 
30 trials was .81 (median ~ .80). The mean within-block, between- 
individual correlation between block intention and mean word choice on 
that block was .60 (p < .01). 

In the second study, the first block consisted of ten choices. Before 
trial 1, one third of the subjects were told to try to "succeed" as much 
as possible; one third were told to "get as great a sense of personal 
achievement as possible," and one third were told to try and "overcome 
the greatest possible challenges." Behavioral intentions were measured 
on a 5-point scale completed before the block began and were quantified 
on a 5-point scale as in the previous study (see above). The relationship 
between instructions, intentions and mean word choice is shown in Fig. 2. 
Clearly the "challenge" group developed the "hardest" intentions and 
chose the hardest (longest) words while the "success" group developed 
the easiest intentions and chose the easiest (shortest) words. The 
"achievement" group was intermediate on both variables. The correlation 



172 EDWlX A. LOCI~E 

between instructions (quantified 5, 3, and 1 for the challenge, achievement 
and success groups, respectively) and mean word-length choice on the 
ten trials was .67 (p < .01), while tha t  between intentions and mean 
word-length choice was .88 (p < .01). 

On block II ,  there were ten more trials but no specific instructions. The 
correlation between intentions and word-length choice was .81 (p < .01). 

In the third study, subjects had five blocks of five choices each and 
they filled out an intention rating before each block. The within-block 
correlation between mean word-length choice and intentions were .78, 
.83, .79, .85, and .79 for the five blocks, respectively, (all p's < .01).6 

90 

8O 
, -  

.~ zo 
2= 

~ 60 

N 50 

40 

Intention: 1.5 2.0 2:5 3:0 3:5 4:0 4:5 

1 Achie!ement t Challenge Instruction: Success 
FIG. 2. The relationship of instructions and intentions to word-length choice. 

Let us turn now to studies in which all subjects had to work on the 
same task but had a choice of responses. These studies have all been in 
the "verbal-conditioning" area. Subjects are asked to free associate or 
to make up sentences and are "reinforced" (by the experimenter saying 
"good" etc.) for listing certain types of words or certain kinds of sen- 
tences. Dulany (1962) gave his subjects postexperimental interviews 
asking them to report their behavioral intentions and found highly 

The blocks referred to here are not  chronological (i.e., 1st, 2rid, 3rd, 4th, 5th) 
but refer to blocks in which all subjects received the same incentive, either 1, 2, 3, 4, 
o¢ 5 cents. The effects of incentives on choice are discussed in Part  I I  below. 
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significant correlations in three different studies between the subjects ~ 
behavioral intentions and the actual number of responses given in the 
intended category. For instance, subjects who intentionally tried to make 
up only sentences beginning with "I" or "We" actually made more such 
sentences than those who did not try to do this. 

A study of a similar nature was conducted by Holmes (1966). Subjects 
who tried intentionally to give "I" or "We" sentences gave significantly 
more of them than those who did not try to do this, even when both 
groups were aware that "I", "We" sentences were the kind the experi- 
menter was "reinforcing" them for giving. 

Two later studies by Dulany (1968) reported correlations of .94 and 
.90, respectively, between behavioral intentions and responses on a task 
where the subject was to select, on each trial, one of two sentences 
presented to him. 

Finally, a field study by Leventhal and Niles (1964) showed subjects 
films which demonstrated the danger of smoking and its relationship to 
lung cancer. Afterwards, they asked each subject to indicate how much 
desire he had to get a chest X-ray. The stronger the desire to get an 
X-ray the more likely the subject was to actually have one taken. 

II: GOALS AND INTENTIONS AS MEDIATORS OF 
THE EFFECTS OF EXTERNAL INCENTIVES 

A GENERAL I~OTE ON INSTRUCTIONS 

In a number of the experiments reported in Part  I, goals were manipu- 
lated by instructions. However, i n  most of the studies conducted by the 
author subjects' acceptance of their assigned goals was corroborated by 
interviews. Thus these studies were legitimately described as dealing 
with the relationship between goals and performance rather than the 
relationship between instructions and performance. 

As every experimenter and shop foreman knows, one of the most 
efficient ways to get somebody to do something is to ask him, i.e., to 
assign him a goal or task. But it is important to recognize that instruc- 
tions do not inevitably nor automatically affect an individual's goals or 
behavior. For example, in some of the studies reported in Part  I, post- 
experimental interviews revealed that subjects did not accept their 
assigned goals. For these subjects there was no relationship between 
assigned goals and performance. Only when these subjects were re- 
classified according to the goals they actually reported working for did 
a relationship between goals and performance emerge (e.g., see Locke 
and Bryan, 1966b, 1967a). 

Our theory suggests that instructions will affect behavior only if they 
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are consciously accepted by the individual and translated into specific 
goals or intentions. This applies equally well to the instruction by an 
experimenter to "try for quality in your answers" to the instruction by 
a shop foreman to "produce 400 portzeebies an hour." It  is not enough 
to know that an order or request was made; one has to know whether or 
not the individual heard it and understood it, how he appraised it, and 
what he decided to do about it before its effects on his behavior can be 
predicted and explained. 

There have been very few studies in which the effectiveness of instruc- 
tions and intentions in accounting for behavior have been actually 
Compared. However, in the second study (Study 4 in Locke et al., 1968) 
of word unscrambling discussed previously in Part I, subjects were 
instructed to choose words to unscramble which would provide either 
"success," "achievement," or "challenge;" instructions correlated signifi- 
cantly with word choice (r = .67, p < .01), but this correlation was 
Completely vitiated when the subjects' own behavioral intentions (estab- 
lished after the instructions were given) were partialed out (rp = .08). 
tn  other words, the instructions were correlated with choice only by virtue 
of their correlation with intentions and had no effect on behavior over 
and above their effect on intentions. 

Stedry's (1960) study (discussed in Part I) should also be recalled 
in this context. Subjects tended to reiect hard goals assigned by the 
experimenter if they had already set their own personal goals. 

In a memory experiment Eagle (1967) instructed different subjects to 
use either a rehearsal strategy or an associative strategy in memorizing 
a list of words. Eagle found that. instructions per se had no effect on 
amount of recall; only when subjects were reclassified according to the 
strategy they actually reported using did a difference between groups 
emerge (in favor of those using the associative strategy). 

Although instructions are the most commonly used incentive in every- 
day life, most psychological research has been focused on other types of 
incentives such as money, knowledge of results, participation, etc. Let us 
turn now to evidence concerning the dependence of their effects on goals 
and intentions. 

GOALS AS IV[EDIATORS OF THE EFFECTS OF INCENTIVES ON 

LEVEL OF PERFORMANCE 

Money. In a study reported by Locke et al. (1968) subjects worked on 
a brainstorming task (giving uses for objects) for three blocks of seven 
trials each. (This study is also listed in Table 1.) Goal-setting instruc- 
tions and amount of incentive offered for output were systematically 
manipulated. I t  was found that  subiects who set their goals high on block 
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I I I  relative to block II  improved their performance on block I I I  more 
than those whose block I I I  goals were not substantially higher than 
their block II  goals. On the other hand, there was :no main  effect of incen- 
tive independent of goal level. Subjects who had the same output goals 
produced the same amount whether they were paid a bonus for reaching 
the goal or not. Using groups means as the units of analysis, the rank 
order correlation between output and goal level was .85 (p ~ ,01). 

In a second study reported by Locke et al. (see also Table 1), 30 
subjects worked for 50 minutes at a toy construction task. The subjects 
set output goals at the beginning and at the halfway point of the work 
period. Half the subjects were paid on a piece-rate system and half were 
paid only for participation. I t  was found that the mean output o f  the 
two groups did not differ significantly in either half of the work period. 
This finding was congruent with the fact that the mean goal level of the 
two groups did not differ significantly in either period. On the other hand, 
when all subjects were combined, there was a significant relationship 
between second-half performance and second-half goal level. 

Numerous industrial studies of the effects of monetary incentives on 
performance have found that the effectiveness of piece-rate incentive 
systems depend on the particular production quotas that workers have 
(e.g., Mathewson, 1931; Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939; Whyte, 1955). 
If the workers feel that their long-term self-interest (either in terms of 
interpersonal relations, effort, or job tenure) will be threatened by trying 
to go "all out" for piece-rate earnings, they will restrict production to 
what they consider to be a "safe" level (a level that will protect their 
jobs and/or keep the time study man from retiming the job and setting 
new rates, etc.). 

One effect of a well-run incentive system is that (providing the workers 
value money) it will encourage workers to accept tasks and set goals that 
they would not accept or set on their own (i.e., for the intrinsic enjoyment 
of the work itself). Thus, money can serve to commit subjects to tasks 
which they would not otherwise undertake. The use of incentives to insure 
goal acceptance was a key element in Taylor's (1911) "scientific manage- 
ment" system. 

Knowledge o] score. The studies to be reported in this section are 
concerned only with the effects of knowledge of overall scores (KS) on a 
task or knowledge of score on a task where there are no right or wrong 
answers (e.g., reaction time). Thus, we are concerned with "motivational" 
knowledge as opposed to epistemie knowledge of the type that can be 
used to correct errors (e.g., visual feedback on a dart-throwing task). 

An initial study by Locke and Bryan (1966b) compared the effect of 
KS vs. NoKS on a complex computation task. Some subjects were 
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allowed to compute their scores after each trial and some were not. The 
subjects had six trials of 10 minutes each. No difference was found 
between the KS and NoKS groups in performance. However, when the 
subjects were reclassified according to their postexperimental goal descrip- 
tions, a significant relationship of goals to performance was found. 

Two subsequent studies manipulated goal-setting and KS independently 
using a 2 X 2 design (Locke, 1967b; Locke and Bryan, 1967c). In both 
studies subjects worked on five trials of irregular duration (mean ---- 12 
minutes) at an addition task. Periodically half the subjects (KS 
group) were given their scores and half (I~oKS group) were not. In 
the first study, half the subjects were given specific hard goals to aim 
for on each trial, while the other half were told to "do their best." In the 
second study, half the subjects were given easy goals to aim for and 
half were given hard goals. In both studies, the subjects with hard goals 
performed significantly better than those with easy or do-best goals, but 
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no difference in performance was found between the KS and NoKS 
groups. The results for the Locke (1967b) study are shown in Figs. 3a 
and b. The hard-goal group is clearly superior to the do-best group in 
performance whereas the KS and I~oKS groups have very similar per- 
formance curves. 

Another study (Locke and Bryan, 1967b) found that when KS does 
facilitate performance, it does so only through its effects on goal-setting. 
Subjects were given 16 5-minute trials on a complex computation task. 
One group of subjects were allowed to compute their scores after each 
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trial and another was not. Subiects filled out goal description question- 
naires before, during, and after performance. I t  was found that the KS 
subjects performed significantly better than the NoKS subjects on the 
last eight trials, and it was only on these trials that the KS subjects set 
harder goals than the NoKS subjects. When differential goal-setting was 
controlled by partialing, the relationship of KS condition to perform- 
ance was vitiated. 

The important thing about KS, then, is not merely whether it is given 
or not given but how a subject interprets and evaluates it, and what goals 
he sets in response to it. The form in which KS is given, of course, can 
influence its effectiveness. For instance, if KS is given in such a form 
that it cannot be used to set goals or to judge one's progress in relation to 
a standard (as in Locke, 1967b; Locke and Bryan, 1967c) it will not 
affect motivation. 

If, on the other hand, KS is given in relation to standards, the level of 
the standard can influence goal level. Locke (1967c) gave subjects feed- 
back on a reaction-time task in relation to different standards; some 
subjects were told on each trial whether or not they had beaten their 
best previous score and others whether or not they had beaten their 
worst previous score. Positive feedback was given by means of a green 
light which signalled that a subject successfully beat the standard. In 
this study, subjects with the harder ("best") standards showed faster 
reaction times than those with easier ("worst") standards (see Table 1). 
To get green-light feedback, they had to try harder in the former case 
than in the 'latter. Thus giving knowledge in relation to the different 
standards in effect influenced the difficulty of the goals subjects tried for. 

Time limits. Two studies by Bryan and Locke (1967b) gave subjects 
different amounts of time to complete an addition task. One group of 
individuals was given just enough time to complete the problems (the 
number being geared to the subject's level of ability) while another 
group was given twice this amount of time. I t  was found that the subjects 
given an excess amount of time took longer to complete the task than 
those given a minimum amount of time. The subjects given an excess 
amount of time also set easier goals on the task than did those given a 
minimum amount of time. When time limits were removed and subjects 
were free to work at their own pace, both experimental groups set their 
goals at the same level and worked at the same pace. Thus, the effect of 
the different time limits appeared to be a function of the differing per- 
formance subgoals which they induced. Their effects did not extend to a 
situation where the work was self-paced. 

The foregoing studies of time limits can be viewed as belonging to a 
wider class of studies concerned with the effec~ of task difficulty ca 
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performance. The difference between these studies and those discussed 
above is that in the present case no goals (other than completing the 
problems in the time allowed) were assigned as such; the subject was 
simply given a task and told how much time he had to complete it. The 
effect of the imposed time limits was a function of the goals the subjects 
set in response to them. 

The above studies virtually exhaust the literature on the topic of goals 
as  mediators of the effect of incentives on performance level. Our treat- 
ment of the next three incentives: participation, competition, and praise 
and reproof, is therefore confined mainly to a discussion of experiments 
in which goal-setting was mentioned only incidentally, or to discussion 
at the theoretical level. 

Participatien. A number of investigators have argued that employee 
participation in the decisions that affect them motivates better job 
performance (e.g., Maier, 1955; Likert, 1961; ¥iteles, 1953; Yroom, 1964), 
and there is research evidence that would appear to support this claim. 
However, the question that concerns us here is how participation serves 
to motivate job performance when it does so. In the typical field experi- 
ment on participation, many aspects of the job are likely to be changed: 
e.g., job method (method of performing the task), method of payment, 
rate of pay, quality and quantity of training, type of supervision, com- 
mitment of the worker to his assigned quota, the level of the quota, etc. 
Any one of these factors could affect subsequent production, but experi- 
mental research has not systematically tested the relative importance 
of  each. 

I t  will suffice for our purposes to point out that goal-setting, specifically 
a change in the production quota, has been an explicit element in many 
participation studies. For example, see the following description of 
Bavelas' study by Vi~eles (1953, p. 167) : 

. . . i n  the course o f . . .  [part icipation] meetings, the e x p e r i m e n t e r . . .  
ta lked about  the greater ease of working together  as a t eam;  discussed 
individual  production levels with the group;  questioned its members  as to 
the level of production which might  be obtained if they worked as a team, 
and asked if they would like to set a team goal for higher production. 
(italics mine) .  

In another study of participation by Lawrence and Smith (1955), the 
authors write: 

Members  of these groups were encouraged to use thei r  own judgment  in 
set t ing goals, bu t  were reminded tha t  unless they set the goal a little above 
their present accomplishment they would be unable to determine the 
e]]ectiveness o] the group when working as a team (p. 334, italics mine) .  
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Similarly in a study of participation at General Electric reported by 
Sorcher (1967): "The employees were asked . . . to set quality goals 
for themselves, and to discuss how they might improve their performance 
so as to improve the quality of their output" (p. 16). In this study sub- 
stantial improvements in work quality were obtained as a result of the 
group meetings. 

Most revealing of all is a recent field study conducted by l~eyer et al. 
(1965) where the effects of participation and goal-setting were more 
clearly separated. The authors found that: "While subordinate participa- 
tion in the goal-setting process had some effect on improved performance, 
a much more power]ul influence was whether goals were set at all" (p. 
126, italics mine). In other words the content of the participation sessions 
was more important than the fact of participation itself. (The results of 
goal-setting in this study were given previously in Part I.) 

The above quotes should not be taken to imply that participation has 
no motivational effect in and of itself. For example, Macoby (quoted in 
¥iteles, 1953) suggests that participation may help to internalize motiva- 
t i o n - t o  increase a subject's commitment to performance standards. The 
point is that goal-setting has been an integral part of previous studies of 
participation. Considering the amount of evidence there is (see Part I) 
that goals regulate performance, it must be concluded that the results 
of at least some of these studies can be attributed largely, if not entirely, 
to the goal-setting which was associated with or induced by the experi- 
mental design. 

Competition. I t  is well known, both from experimental studies and 
from everyday experience, that competition can serve as an incentive to 
increase one's effort on a task. This phenomenon is an intrinsic part of 
athletics and business and is not unknown in academia. In the paradigm 
case of competition another person's or groups' per]ormance is the 
standard by which goals are set and success and ]ailure judged. One 
reason competition in athletics is so effective is that winning requires that 
one surpass the performance of the best existing competitor. This typically 
results in the standard of success becoming progressively more difficult 
with time. Each time a record is broken, the level of performance re- 
quired to win (against the record holder) is raised. Each competitor must 
then readiust his goal and his level of effort to the difficulty of the task. 
The result is progressively better performance. (Of course cognitive 
factors can facilitate performance improvement, i.e., discovering better 
methods of performing the task. But it is the individual's goal to win or 
improve that generally motivates the search for such innovations.) 

The case is similar though not identical in business. (Unlike athletics, 
business is not a !'zero-sum game," where one man's gain necessarily 
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means another man's loss. In business, wealth is created and therefore 
everyone benefits in the long run). Competition will encourage the 
development of better and better products as long as there are firms who 
wish to increase their share of the market. Competition may also spur 
firms to increase their quality or lower prices in order not to lose business. 

The effect of competition, both between individuals and between groups, 
depends upon the particular person or persons one is competing with 
and one's own values. In athletics, the goal is typically to beat the best 
other competitor. I n  business this is not always the case; typically, 
business firms are satisfied to surpass their own best previous perform- 
ances. Students, if they are competing, will ordinarily pick other students 
with grades or abilities similar to their own to compete with, or else 
will try to surpass their own best previous grade-point average. 

The case of an individual trying to improve over his own previous 
performance on a task can be considered a special case of competition: 
sell-competition. 

As with participation, competition may have other effects besides 
inducing goal-setting. Above all, competition probably encourages indi- 
viduals to remain committed to goals that they might otherwise abandon 
in the face of fatigue and difficulty. For instance, if mile runners only ran 
against themselves or against a stop watch, the 4-minute mile might never 
have been broken. 

In addition, competition encourages the setting of goals ~hat might not 
have been set at all in the absence of the other party. For example, if the 
Ford Motor Company had not developed a massed-produced low-priced 
automobile, General Motors might not have thought of developing a 
similar (competing) model (at that particular time). 

Praise and reproo]. A recent review of the literature on praise and 
reproof (Kennedy and Willeutt, 1964) concluded that the effects of both 
incentives were highly variable though praise was generally more effec- 
tire in improving performance. Most studies have found complex inter- 
actions between praise and reproof and such variables as: age, social 
class, race, sex, task, and intelligence. 

As with all the other incentives discussed heretofore, the present theory 
suggests that the effects of praise and reproof will be a function of what 
goals the individual sets in response tO them. It  is clear from introspection 
and from everyday experience that sometimes the reaction to criticism 
is to clench one's teeth and try harder; at other times, the reaction is to 
give up (and "sulk") or to deliberately do badly (to "get even" With 
the critic). Similarly, praise sometimes leads to the setting of new and 
higher goals and at other times it is taken as a signal to "goof-off." 

A theory explaining the precise circumstances in which praise and 
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reproof will lead to the setting of higher and/or lower goals is beyond the 
scope of this paper. The important point is, however, that the effects of 
these incentives on performance should be a function of the goals the 
individual's set in response to them. The highly inconsistent results ob- 
rained by previous investigators may be attributed to their failure to 
control for differential goal-setting by subjects in the different experi- 
mental conditions. 

The importance of goal-setting was implicitly recognized in one study, 
whose authors Kennedy and Willcutt (1964) paraphrase as follows: 

The authors concluded that when the examiner's statements led subjects to 
assume that  a particular level of performance is expected or that his 
performance is less satisfactory than that of other subjects, failure increases 
motivation;  but when the examiner's statements only comment upon the 
subject's performance, failure lowers motivation (p. 329). 

This implies that reproof will have a facilitative effect on performance 
when it is given in relation to a standard. Our previous discussion of 
knowledge of score suggested the same thing; giving scores in relation to 
a standard is one means of implicitly manipulating or encouraging goal- 
setting by a subject. 

Another factor that has not always been controlled in studies of praise 
and reproof is that of success and failure. In some studies (e.g., Anderson, 
White, and Wash, 1966) subjects were given fictitious test scores in 
relation to some (fictitious) norm and then praised (for high scores) or 
reproved (for low scores). Without two control groups given success and 
failure feedback alone, the relative contribution of praise and reproof as 
compared with task success and failure cannot be determined. 

Let us turn now to the effects of incentives on choice. 

BEHAVIORAL INTENTIONS AND DESIRES AS MEDIATORS OF 

THE EFFECTS OF INCENTIVES ON CHOICE 

Money. Each of the three studies of word unscrambling described 
above (and reported in Locke et al., 1968) involved monetary incentives. 
In the first study, subjects were offered: 0 cents for successfully un- 
scrambling their chosen word on the first block of ten trials; 2 cents for 
each word solved correctly (regardless of length) on the second block; 
and 10 cents for each word solved correctly (regardless of length) on the 
third block. It  was found that subjects tended to choose easier words as 
the payment for success became greater. There was a correlation across 
blocks between amount of incentive and mean word length choice of--.51 
(p < .05). However, this correlation was vitiated (r = .22, ns) when 
the effects of intentions were partialed out, indicating that the money 
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did not affect word choice independent of its effects on the subjects' 
intentions. 

In the second study discussed above, subjects were given "success," 
"achievement," or "challenge" instructions on the first block of ten trials, 
but were offered no money for correct solutions. On the second block, sub- 
jects were given no instructions but were offered 4 cents for each word 
correctly solved regardless of length. The point biserial correlation, for 
all subjects combined, between mean word-length choice and incentive 
(coded 0 and 1 for blocks I and II, respectively) across blocks was --.48 
(p < .01). However, when intentions were partialed out this r was re- 
duced to a nonsignificant --.10. In contrast, intentions correlated .86 
(p < .01) with word choice across blocks after incentive was p~rtialed 
out .  

In the third study in this series described above, subjects had five 
blocks of five trials each; on each block the subject was offered either 
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1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 cents for each word solved correctly on that block regard- 
less of length. (The order was counterbalanced across subjects.) Again 
subjects tended to choose easier words when offered the higher incentive. 
The relationship of intentions and incentive to mean word choice is 
shown in Fig. 4, where word choice is plotted as a function of incentive 
for each of three levels of intention. (Intention level 1.0 corresponds t o  
the "very easy words" alternative on the intention scale; 2.0 corresponds 
to the "fairly easy words" alternative; 3.0 corresponds to the "neither 
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too easy nor too hard" alternative; the few subiects who checked inten- 
tions harder than this are also included in this group.) I t  is clear that 
the effect of intention on word choice was considerable but there was no 
effect of incentive within any given intention level. As in the previous 
two studies, incentive had no effect on word choice independent of the 
subjects' behavioral intentions. (There was also a no-incentive compari- 
son group in this study. The results were the same whether or not this 
group was included. For the complete report, see Locke et al., 1968, 
Study 5.) The overall correlation across blocks between intentions and 
word choice was .83 (p ~ .01) ; this correlation remained unchanged after 
partialing incentive. In contrast, the correlation across blocks of incen- 
tive with word choice after partialing intentions was .04 (ns). 

Verbal "reinforcement." The previously discussed findings of Dulany 
(1962, 1968) and Holmes (1966) regarding behavioral intentions and 
verbal responses were obtained in studies of "verbal conditioning." The 
subjects in these studies were instructed to free associate or to make up 
sentences beginning with one of a number of pronouns, and  the experi- 
menter reinforced some arbitrarily designated class of words (e.g., plural 
nouns) or pronouns (e.g., I, or We) by saying "good" or "Mmm-hmm" 
after each response in that class. In the above three studies it was found 
that such "reinforcement" had no effect on responses independent of 
subjects' intention to give the "correct" response. 

Another series of studies in this same area examined the effects of the 
subjects' conscious desires on behavior. In these studies subjects were 
asked to indicate the strength of their desire to get the reinforcement 
("good," etc.) which the experimenter provided (e.g., DeNike, 1965; 
Spielberger, Berger, and Howard, 1963; Spielberger, Bernstein, and Rat- 
lift, 1966; Spielberger, Levin, and Shepard, 1962). I t  was found that the 
frequency of emission of the "correct" response class was a direct func- 
tion of the strength of the subjects desire to get the reinforcement (pro- 
vided he knew what the "correct" response class was). 

III: DISCUSSION 

There is considerable evidence to support the view that goals and 
intentions are important determinants of task performance. I t  is argued 
that these long-neglected concepts are important enough so that any 
tenable theory of human motivation must take account of them. This 
conclusion is based both on the fact that consciousness is man's means of 
survival (Rand, 1964) and on the strong empirical relationships that have 
been obtained between goals and behavior. 

The experimental findings also indicate that goals and intentions 
mediate the effects of incentives on behavior. It appear s that a necessary 
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condition for incentives to affect behavior is that the individual recognize 
and evaluate the incentive and develop goals, and/or intentions in 
response to this evaluation. A careful examination of the subjects' goals 
and intentions in research on incentives should produce more clear cut 
results as well as providing a theoretical rationale for explaining how 
incentives affect action. 

A highly simplified schematic showing the hypothesized sequence of 
events leading from events in the environment to action is given below: 

Environmental Goal-setting 
Event -+ Cognition -+ Evaluation ---> Intention -~ Performance 
(e.g., incentive) 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

The present research examined only the relationships between stages 
4 and 5, and between 1, 4, and 5. Cognition and evaluation were assumed 
to occur, but their contents were not specified. The focus of interest was 
on the results of these processes (the goals or intentions established) and 
subsequent action. A complete theory of task motivation would, of 
course, have to deal with the processes of cognition and evaluation (and 
their determinants) as well as their outcomes. 

I t  may be useful theoretically t o  classify the various incentives that 
were discussed in Part II. For our purposes the dimension of interest is 
the degree to which the different types of incentives suggest specific goals 
or intentions to subjects. 

Instructions, of course, are the most direct means of manipulating goals 
and intentions. Instructions will influence behavior providing: (1) the 
individual accepts them, i.e., accepts the assignment as his own goal or 
intention, and (2) he is able to do what is asked (this will depend upon 
his knowledge, ability and the situation). 

Giving an individual specific time limits is another fairly direct means 
of manipulating goals, given the same qualifications as for instructions. 
I t  was shown previously that  individuals who accept different time limits 
will set different subgoals as well, but these were a result of their accept- 
ing the different time limits initially. 

Two less direct means of manipulating goals are giving knowledge o] 
score and providing competition. These incentives do not tell the subiect 
directly what goal to try for, but if given in the right form, they may 
suggest specific standards to him. For instance, giving a subiect his raw 
scores after each trial may suggest the goal of improvement (providing 
the trials are all the same length so that the trial scores are comparable). 
Similarly, giving KS in relation to some external standard is certain to 
imply a goal to the subiect. Giving scores in relation to those of another 
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person is a common way of combining KS and competition. Again the 
effects of both incentives will be dependent upon the subject choosing 
to use the KS to set goals or to try to beat the other individual. These 
two incentives are usually quite effective in experimental situations where 
the subject is actively looking for cues as to what he is supposed to do and 
is anxious to cooperate (Orne, 1962). 

Money, praise and reproof, and participation, in contrast to the above 
incentives, are quite indirect means of manipulating goals. None of them 
directly suggests or implies that the subject should try for a particular 
goal as such. Offering an individual money for output may motivate him 
to set his goals higher than he would otherwise but this will depend 
entirely upon how much money he wishes to make and how much effort 
he wishes to expend to make it. I t  is useful in this context to recall the 
well-known sociologist Max Weber's observation that the introduction 
of high incentive pay may reduce output if the worker's income aspira- 
tions remain the same as before the incentive was introduced. Some 
workers would prefer to make the same money in less time than to 
make more money in the same amount of time. The most important role 
played by money is probably to get a subject to accept an assigned task 
or goal or to insure his commitment to a ]ob. 

Similarly participation as such will not necessarily suggest a higher 
output goal; this will depend on the particular content of the participa- 
tion process (the particular nature of the decisions reached). The most 
direct effect of participation is probably to commit a subject to the 
decision reached (as with money), whatever that might be. 

The effects of praise and reproof on goal-setting are also indirect. 
Praise and reproof per se represent only evaluations of the subject's past 
performance and do not imply what he should do in the future. A subject's 
reaction to these incentives will depend on such factors as whether he 
considers the comments just or unjust, the particular work context in 
which the comments were made, his liking and respect for the person 
making the comments, his own personality, etc. 

In most real life work situations a combination of all of these incen- 
tives are employed. A worker is hired and instructed on what to do and 
how fast to do it; he is given or gets knowledge of performance either 
from others or from the task itself; he may compete with others for 
promotion; he is paid for working, he is evaluated by his supervisor, and 
sometimes he participates in decision making. All of these factors can be 
considered ways of (1) getting the subiect to set or accept work goals, 
and (2) retaining his commitment to them and insuring persistence over 
time. 

The issue of goal commitment has not bcen dcalt with in any of the 
rcsearch discussed above, but it is no doubt an important factor in per- 
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formance. The subject's degree of commitment to his goal may play an 
important role in determining how easily he will give up in the face of 
difficulty, how likely he will be to "goof off" when not being pressured 
from the outside, how likely he will be to abondon hard goals, and how 
prone he will be to "leave the field" (i.e., job) in the face of stress. 

Finally, a word is in order about the possible industrial applications of 
the finding that goal setting is a major determinant of task performance. 
There are two recent trends in industry, which, although they were not 
inspired by this research, are quite congruent with its implications. One 
is a motivational program called Zero Dejects (American Management 
Association, 1965). The purpose of a zero-defects program is basically to 
reduce errors in workmanship (i.e., increase the quality of work) by 
persuading workers to adopt higher goals with regard to quality. Carrying 
out the program often involves the gathering of more precise quality data 
(knowledge of results of the epistemic type) and changing of work 
methods, and some programs are supplemented by the introduction of 
group competition and prizes for accomplishment. Huse (1966) has 
argued that another important aspect of zero-defects programs is the 
opening up of channels of communication between the workers and 
management. 

Without carefully controlled studies, of course, it cannot be determined 
just what particular aspects of the zero-defects programs are most 
responsible for the success that they have apparently enjoyed. But chang- 
ing the quality goals of individual workers and managers does seem to 
be the key element; not only does it affect work directly but it apparently 
stimulates employees to try to discover better methods of doing the work. 

While zero-defects programs are usually focused on work at the blue 
collar level, the focus :of a second major trend is on work at the white 
collar level. It  is called Management by Objectives (see Hughes, 1965; 
Valentine, 1966, for details). The key element in this system is the 
setting of specific performance goals by executives and managers. Goals 
are usually set iointly by the manager and his supervisor, thus participa- 
tion is involved. Goals can involve sales, growth, output, income, costs or 
some combination of these, depending upon the particular type of job. 
The process involves: the delineation of company goals and the transla- 
tion of these into goals relevant to the individual's own job, setting up 
hierarchies of objectives, planning out the means by which each goal is 
£o be reached, and agreeing upon the criteria to be used in evaluation. 
~(Zero defects could be interpreted as the application of this general 
.~pproach to the particular problem of work quality): Again, many dif- 
~ferent factors are involved in management by objectives programs but 
the setting of specific goals is the cardinal element. 



TASK MOTIVATION AND INCENTIVES ]8~ 

REFERENCES 

A~ERICA~ MAnAGEMeNT AssoeIATmN, Zero Dejects: doing it right the first time. 
Management Bulletin, 71, 1965. 

ANDERSON, HH. E., W~IrE, W. F., A~D WAS~, J. A. Generalized effects of praise and 
reproof, Journal o] Educational Psychology, 1966, 57~ 169-173. 

ATKINS0N, J. W. Towards experimental analysis of human motivation in terms of 
motives, expectancies, and incentives. In J. W. Atkinson (Ed.), Motives in 
]antasy, action and society. New York: Van Nostrand, 1958, Pp. 288-305. 

ATKINSON, J. W., AnD F~A~H~R', N. T. A theory o/ achievement ~notivation. New 
York : Wiley, 1966. 

BATTLE, ESTtIER S. Motivational determinants of academic competence. Journal o/ 
Personality and Social Psychology, 1966, 4, 634-642. 

BILLS, A. G., AND BROWN, C. The quantitative set, Journal o] Experimental Psychol- 
ogy, 1929, 12, 301-323. 

Br~NDEN, N. The Objectivist theory of volition. The Objectivist, 1966, 5, No. 1, 7-12. 
BRYAN, J. F., AND LOCKE, E. A. Goal-setting as a means of increasing motivation. 

Journal o] Applied Psychology, 1967, 51, 274-277. (a) 
BRYAN, J. F., AND LOCKE, E. A. Parkinson's law as a goal-setting phenomenon, 

Organizational Behavior and Human Per]ormance, 1967, 2, 258-275~ (b) 
DENIKE, L. D. Recall of reinforcement and conative activity in verbal conditioning. 

Psychological Reports, 1965, 1,6, 345-346. 
DBv, M. I~., AND I{A~JR, G. Facilitation of performance by experimentally induced 

ego motivation. Journal o/ General Psychology, 1965, 73, 237-247. 
DUI~ANY, D. E., JR. Hypotheses and habits in verbal "operant conditioning." Journal 

o/Abnormal and Social Psychology, 1961, 63, 251-263. 
DULANV, D. E., Jm The place of hypotheses and intentions: an analysis of verbal 

control in verbal conditioning. In C. W. Eriksen (Ed.), Behavior and awareness, 
Durham, North Carolina: Duke Univ., Press, 1962, Pp. 102-129. 

DULANY, D. E., JR. Awareness, rules and propositional control: a confrontation with 
S-R behavior theory. In D. tIorton and T. Dixon (Eds.)~ Verbal behavior and 
general behavior theory, Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1968, 
pp. 34O-387. 

EAGLE, M. N. The effect of learning strategies upon free recall. American Journal o] 
Psychology, 1967, 80, 421-425. 

EAso~, R. G. AND WHITE, C. T. Muscular tension, effort, and tracking difficulty: 
studies of parameters which affect tension level and performance efficiency. 
Perceptual and Motor Skills, 1961, 12, 331-372. 

HENDERSON, E. tI .  A study of individually formulated purposes for reading in rela- 
tion to reading achievement comprehension and purpose attainment. Unpub- 
lished Ph.D. dissertation, Univ. of Delaware, 1963. 

HOLMes, D. S. Verbal conditioning or problem solving and cooperation? Midwestern 
Psychological Association, 1966. 

HUOEES, C. L. Goal-setting, New York: American Management Association, 1965. 
HusE, E. F. Do zero defects programs really motivate workers? Personnel, 1966, 43~ 

14-21. 
I4~ENNEDY, W. A., AND WILLCUTT, H. C. Praise and blame as incentives. Psyohological 

Bulletin, 1964, 6~ 323-332. 
LAWRENCE, L. C., AND SMITH, P. C. Group decision and employee participation. 

Journal of Applied Psychology, 1955, 39, 334-337. 



188 EDWIN A. LOCKE 

LEVENTHAL, H., AND NILES, P. A. A field experiment on fear arousal with data on the 
validity of questionnaire measures, Journal o] Personality, I964, 32, 459479. 

LIKEET, R. New patterns o] management, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961. 
LOCKE, E. i .  The relationship of intentions to level of performance. Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 1966, 50, 60-66. (a) 
LOCKE, E. A. A closer look at level of aspiration as a training procedure: a re- 

analysis of Fryer's data. Journal o] Applied Psychology, 1966, 50, 417-420, (b) 
LOCKE, E. A. Relationship of goal level to performance level, Psychological Reports, 

1967, 20, 1068. (a) 
LOCKE, E. A. The motivational effects of knowledge of results: Knowledge or goal- 

setting? Journal o] Applied Psychology, 1967, 51, 324-329. (b) 
LOCKE, E. A. The effects of knowledge of results and knowledge in relation to 

standards on reaction time performance. American Institutes for Research, 
(unpublished results), 1967. (c) 

LOCKE, E. A., AND BRYAN, J. F. Cognitive aspects of psychomotor performance: 
The effects of performance goals on level of performance. Journal o] Applied 
Psychology, 1966, 50, 286-291. (a) 

L o c ~ ,  E. A., A~D BBVA~¢, J. F. The effects of goal-setting, rule-learning and knowl- 
edge of score on performance. American Journal o] Psychology, 1966, 79, 451- 
457. (b) 

LOCKE, E. A., AND BEYAN, J. F. Performance goals as determinants of level of per- 
formance and boredom. Journal o] Applied Psychology, 1967, 51, 120-130. (a) 

LOCKE, E. A., AND B~YAN, J. F. Goal-setting as a determinant of the effect of 
knowledge of score on performance. American Institutes for Research, (un- 
published results), 1967. (b) 

LOCKE, E. A., AND BEY~, J. F. Knowledge of score and goal difficulty as deter- 
minants of work rate, American Institutes for Research, (unpublished results), 
1967. (c) 

LOCKE, E. A., A~D BRYAN, J. F. Grade goals as determinants of academic performance, 
Journal of General Psychology, 1968 (in press). 

LOCKE, E. A., BRYAN, J. F., AND KENDALL, L. M. Goals and intentions as mediators of 
the effects of monetary incentives on behavior. Journal o] Applied Psychology, 
1968, (in press). 

McCLELLAND, D. C. The achieving society. Princeton, New Jersey: Van Nostrand, 
1961. 

MACE, C. i .  Incentives: Some experimental studies. Industrial t{ealth Research 
Board (Great Britain), 1935, Report No. 72. 

MAIER, ~]'. F. Psychology in industry. New York: Houghton, 1955, Pp. 137-180. 
MATI~EWSON, S. B. Restriction o] output among unorganized workers. ~ew York: 

Viking Press, 1931. 
MEYEE, H. H., KAY, E., A~D FrmNCH, J. R. P., JR. Split roles in performance 

appraisal. Harvard Business Review, 1965, 43, 123-129. 
ORN~, M. T. On the social psychology of the psychological experiment with particular 

reference to demand characteristics. American Psychologist, 1962, 17, 776-783. 
RAND, AYN. The Objecfivist ethics. In Ayn Rand (Ed.), The virtue o] selfishness, 

New York: Signet, 1964, Pp. 13~35. 
ROETtILISBERGER, F. J., AND DICKSON, W. Z. Management and the worker. Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard Univ. Press, 1939. 
RVAN, T. A. Drives, tasks, and the initiation of behavior. American Journal o] 

Psychology, 1958, 71, 74-93. 



TASK MOTIVATION AND INCENTIVES 189 

SmGAL, S., AND FOUr~XER, L. E. Bargaining and group decision making. New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1960, Pp. 61-70. 

S~ITH, P. C. The curve of output as a criterion of boredom. Journal o] Applied 
Psychology, 1953, 37, 69-74. 

SORC~ER, M. Motivating the hourly employee. General Electric, Behavioral Research 
Service, 1967. 

SPIELBERGER, C. D., BERGER, A., A:ND HOWARD, K. Conditioning of verbal behavior as 
a function of awareness, need for social approval, and motivation to receive 
reinforcement. Journal o] Abnormal and Social Psychology, 1963, 67, 241-246. 

SPIELBERGER, C. D., BERNSTEIN, 1. H., AND RATLIFF, R. G. Information and incentive 
value of the reinforcing stimulus in verbal conditioning. Journal o] Experi- 
mental Psychology, 1966, 71, 26-31. 

SPIELBERGER, C. D., LEVIN, S. M., AND SHEPARD, M. The effects of awareness and 
attitude toward the reinforcement on the Operant conditioning of verbal 
behavior. Journal o] Personality, 1962, 30~ 106-121. 

SrSDRr, A. C. Budget control and cost behavior. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, 1960. 

TAYLOR, F. W. The principles o] scientific management. New York: Harper, 1911. 
U~LINeER, C. A., AND STEP~ENS, M. W. Relation of achievement motivation to 

academic achievement in students of superior ability. Journal o] Educational 
Psychology, 1960, 517 259-266. 

VALENTINE, ~:~. F. Per]ormance objectives ]or managers. New York: American 
Management Association, 1966. 

VITTLES, M. S. Motivation and morale in industry. New York: Norton, 1953. 
VRoo~, V. H. Wor~ and motivation. New York: John Wiley, 1964. 
WHVTS, W. F. Money and motivation. New York: John Wiley, 1955. 
ZANDER, A., AND NEWCOMB, T. Group levels of aspiration in United Fund campaigns. 

Journal o] Personality and Social Psychology, 1967, '6, 157-162. 

RECEIVED: J u l y  21, 1967 


