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A meta-analytic study was conducted involving primarily published re- 
search from 1%6 to 1984 and focusing on the relationship between goal-setting 
variables and task performance. Two major sets of studies were analyzed, 
those contrasting hard goals (goal difficulty) versus easy goals, and those 
comparing specific hard goals (goal specificity/difftculty) versus general goals, 
“do best” instructions, or no goal. As expected, strong support was obtained 
for the goal difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty components of E. A. 
Locke’s (1968a, Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 3, 
157-189) theory. A two-stage approach was employed to identify potential 
moderators of the goal difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty-performance 
relationships. Setting (laboratory versus field) was identified as a moderator of 
the relationship between goal specificity/difftculty and task performance. Two 
supplemental meta-analyses yielded support for the efficacy of combining spe- 
cific hard goals with feedback versus specific hard goals without feedback and 
for participatively set goals versus assigned goal setting (when goal level is 
held constant), although this latter finding was interpreted as inconclusive 
based on the limited studies available. Implications for future research are 
addressed. 0 1987 Academic Press, Inc. 
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a plethora of both laboratory and field studies is Locke’s (1968a) goal- 
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setting theory. The two major premises of Locke’s theory pertain to the 
effects of goal difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty on task perfor- 
mance. Locke (1968a) postulates that (1) hard goals (if accepted) lead to a 
higher level of task performance than do easy goals, and (2) specific hard 
goals lead to higher performance than do general goals, “do best” in- 
structions, or no goal. 

Interest in goal setting as a motivational technique has its origins in two 
distinct lines of inquiry, basic research in academic psychology, and ap- 
plied management research. Basic university-affiliated research was con- 
ducted around the turn of the century by the Wurzberg school, for in- 
stance, the work of Kulpe, Watt, and Ach. They were concerned with the 
concepts of set, task, and intention. Other early researchers concerned 
with the nature of goals included Lewin with his work on aspiration level, 
Mace (1935), Miller, Galanter, and Pribram (1960), and Ryan (1970). 
Ryan’s work presented a comprehensive review of the role of intentions 
on human motivation. His principal contribution was the notion that in- 
tentions can be viewed as an immediate cause of human action, and that 
this relationship should be investigated empirically. 

The applied management line of research traces from the work of F. W. 
Taylor (1911/1967). A key element of scientific management as formu- 
lated by Taylor is the task concept. The task was a specific assignment (or 
goal) given to a worker each day. Presently, the application of goal-setting 
principles in business settings may be seen in the widespread use of man- 
agement by objectives programs (Odiorne, 1978). The convergence of 
these two lines of investigation occurred when management scholars in- 
cluding Locke (1968a) and Latham (Latham & Yukl, 1975a) and a number 
of other researchers became interested in the effects of goal setting on 
task performance. 

Locke (1966, 1968a) began a program of detailed empirical research 
and theoretical analysis which laid a solid foundation for what has be- 
come one of the most active areas of research in the applied behavioral 
sciences. This programmatic research has had a significant and con- 
tinuing influence on the study of motivation in organizations (Garland, 
1984a). Miner (1984) in a recent analysis of 32 theories within the organi- 
zational sciences domain has concluded that goal-setting theory is one of 
only four that were both useful and valid. Pinder (1984) remarked that, 
“goal setting theory has demonstrated more scientific validity to date 
than any other theory or approach to work motivation” (p. 169). 

Traditional narrative literature reviews of the goal-setting literature 
(Latham & Yukl, 1975a; Locke, 1968a; Locke, Shaw, Saari, & Latham, 
1981) have been useful in assessing the impact of goal-setting variables on 
task performance. For example, Locke et al. (1981) determined that 84% 
of the laboratory and field studies they examined supported the goal dif- 



54 MENTO, STEEL, AND KARREN 

ficulty hypothesis, while 96% of the studies (both lab and field) supported 
the goal speciticity/difftculty hypothesis. Katzell and Guzzo (1983) re- 
ported that 21 of 22 field studies of goal setting showed positive effects on 
output. Latham and Lee (1985) have noted in a review of goal-setting 
research that specific hard goals lead to higher performance in 64 out of 
66 studies reviewed. Generally, previous literature reviews have typically 
reported the research setting of each study, the population sampled, re- 
search design used, and direction of the finding reported. 

The traditional approach of integrating research findings in the goal- 
setting literature usually culminates in what Light and Smith (1971) refer 
to as the voting method. This approach typically involves tallying the 
findings of studies which focus on a particular dependent and indepen- 
dent variable of interest. Results are then classified into three possible 
outcomes; the relationship between the dependent and independent vari- 
ables is either significantly positive, significantly negative, or no signifi- 
cant relationship exists in either direction. The results in each category 
are tallied, and the category receiving the strongest support is assumed to 
represent the best estimate of the relationship between the independent 
and dependent variables. Some weaknesses of the voting method ap- 
proach to literature reviews include (1) the magnitude of the effects of 
interest are not determined, (2) the joint impact of effect size and sample 
size on determining statistical significance is not taken into account, and 
(3) under commonly occurring conditions, the voting method can lead to 
erroneous conclusions about whether an effect exists. Further, the larger 
the number of available studies, the greater is the certainty of an erro- 
neous conclusion (Hunter, Schmidt, & Jackson, 1982). 

Typical literature reviews in the social sciences have been criticized on 
the grounds of a lack of quality control in integrating results (Glass, 
McGaw, & Smith, 1981). The traditional literature review involves a 
highly literary process of evaluation and summarization, and as a conse- 
quence researchers sometimes arrive at differing conclusions as a func- 
tion of their different assessments of the same empirical literature (Sali- 
pante, Notz, & Bigelow, 1982). 

Within the last few years, quantitative techniques have been developed 
which permit the quantitative aggregation of results across studies and 
which should aid reviewers in reaching accurate conclusions about 
studies dealing with the same phenomena of interest. Glass (1977) used 
the term meta-analysis to refer to the statistical process of aggregating 
across studies results. Glass (1976, 1977) and Glass et al. (1981) have 
introduced a number of statistical procedures which enable the reviewer 
to aggregate research findings across studies by using both inferential and 
descriptive statistics from the studies reviewed. Other investigators (e.g., 
Cooper, 1979; Rosenthal, 1978) have made significant contributions to 
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the developing literature on the techniques of meta-analysis. Schmidt, 
Hunter, and associates (Hunter et al., 1982; Schmidt & Hunter, 1977) 
beginning with their work on validity generalization have considerably 
elaborated upon meta-analytic techniques. They have greatly advanced 
the utility of meta-analysis by suggesting a number of corrections to 
meta-analytic data which compensate for a variety of statistical artifacts 
(e.g., sampling error). 

The use of meta-analysis for assessing the magnitude of effects and for 
identifying moderator variables in the behavioral science and manage- 
ment literatures has been rapidly proliferating (e.g., Fisher & Gitelson, 
1982; Kraiger & Ford, 1985; Mabe & West, 1981; Steel & Ovalle, 1984). 

Hunter and Schmidt (1983) have argued that a state-of-the-art meta- 
analysis of the goal-setting literature could facilitate our understanding of 
the importance of this intervention for organizations. The first attempt to 
statistically aggregate goal-setting results was conducted by Locke, 
Feren, McCaleb, Shaw, and Denny (1980). Focusing only on experi- 
mental field studies in which hard measures of performance were col- 
lected, they found the combination of goal setting and incentives to pro- 
duce median improvements in productivity over untreated control condi- 
tions of 46%, and a 16% median improvement in productivity for goal 
setting alone compared to untreated control groups. Hunter and Schmidt 
(1983) report that effect sizes (corresponding to standardized scores) for 
these percentage improvements to productivity would be 1.50 and 0.80, 
respectively. 

A recent meta-analysis of the goal-setting literature was performed by 
Chidester and Grigsby (1984). They found strong effects for the goal diffi- 
culty and goal specificity/difficulty components of Locke’s (1968a) 
theory, and they identified through meta-analysis a number of potential 
moderating variables of goal-setting-performance relationships. Their 
research is seriously flawed in a number of critical areas causing one to 
legitimately question the validity of their findings. The confidence in the 
magnitude of the effect size estimates developed from a meta-analysis is 
strongly related to the number of studies comprising the core base of 
studies analyzed. Chidester and Grigsby (1984) include very few goal-set- 
ting studies published prior to 1968, and virtually none after 1980. In fact, 
they have analyzed less than one-third of the goal difftculty studies that 
we have analyzed and less than half of the studies in our specificityidiffi- 
culty analysis. The potential moderator categories they examined in- 
cluding rewards, education, job autonomy, feedback, and method of goal 
assignment were either poorly defined, or confounded, and frequently 
the coding was incorrect. For example, in their moderator variable anal- 
ysis, Chidester and Grigsby (1984) define participation as actual partici- 
pation in goal setting or verified acceptance of the goal. It was unclear 
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why verified acceptance of a goal was regarded as an indicator of partici- 
pation. Obviously, a worker might accept an assigned goal while having 
no participation whatsoever in the goal-setting process. The authors 
noted that the aggregated effect sizes obtained were corrected for attenu- 
ation due to measurement unreliability, but no specific information was 
provided on how this was done. Rather than using a single metric, it ap- 
pears that some effect sizes reported in their tables were calculated indis- 
criminately from both Pearson r’s and point biserial r’s. The effect of 
combining these statistics would serve to systematically inflate the aggre- 
gated effect size estimates. A final problem in their analysis involved the 
sample sizes reported in their tables for the various studies that were 
used in determining the effect sizes. A careful analysis of the original 
articles used in their study indicated that sample sizes reported were fre- 
quently inaccurate, and they did not reflect the exact sample sizes on 
which descriptive or inferential statistics were based. 

A meta-analysis of the goal-setting literature has the potential to an- 
swer a number of questions which narrative reviews have been unable to 
resolve. It is important to know, for example, what percentage increase 
in productivity might be expected when specific hard goals are used as an 
organizational intervention. Comparisons may be made between the ef- 
fect sizes of goal-setting studies conducted in the laboratory and the ef- 
fect sizes obtained in field research. Similarly, one might investigate ef- 
fect size from experimental studies and from correlational studies. It is 
also possible to determine whether the presence of feedback and incen- 
tives (Locke, 1968a) augments goal-setting-performance relationships. A 
meta-analysis could also assist in the determination of the moderator ef- 
fects of level of education on goal difficulty, and goal specificity/diffi- 
culty-performance relationships (Ivancevich & McMahon, 1977a). 

Information relating to the magnitude of effect sizes for different types 
of goal-setting programs as well as the identification of moderator vari- 
ables which impact on these relationships would both advance the re- 
search literature on goal setting and possess practical utility to organiza- 
tion decision makers. Theory development should be enhanced by empir- 
ically determining the magnitude of goal-setting effects and by isolating 
reliable moderator variables. Such knowledge will serve to aid in building 
a solid theoretical framework from which the subtler mechanisms of the 
goal-setting process may be identified. Goal-setting applications will ben- 
efit by focusing attention on consistently reliable aspects of the goal-set- 
ting process. 

The purpose of the present study was to determine empirically the 
magnitude of the goal difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty-perfor- 
mance relationships aggregated across all studies. The potential moder- 
ating effects of study setting (laboratory or field), study type (experi- 
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mental or correlational), level of education, feedback, and incentives 
were assessed through meta-analytic moderator analysis and multiple re- 
gression analysis (Hunter et al., 1982). Two additional meta-analyses 
were conducted. The first focused exclusively on studies which directly 
compare the effects on performance of hard specific goals with feedback 
to hard specific goals without feedback. The final analysis included those 
studies which directly compare the impact on performance of participa- 
tively set goals versus assigned goals. 

METHOD 

Procedure 

An exhaustive search was made of the published literature concerned 
with the effects of goal difficulty and goal specificity on task perfor- 
mance. A manual search was performed of the Psychological Abstracts 
and the Social Science Citation Index, and a systematic review was made 
of the Journal of Applied Psychology, the Academy of Management 
Journal, Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, and Per- 
sonnel Psychology from 1966 to December 1984. For goal difficulty a 
total of 70 studies were available for analysis. This total includes data 
from some studies with multiple independent samples. A number of 
studies were excluded from the goal difficulty analysis for various 
reasons. All studies were excluded if an effect size could not be calcu- 
lated (Chhokar & Wallin, 1984; Dey & Kaur, 1965; Komaki, Bat-wick, & 
Scott, 1978; Komaki, Collins, & Penn, 1982; Reber & Wallin, 1984; 
Stedry & Kay, 1966; Weed & Mitchell, 1980). The following studies were 
excluded from the goal difficulty analysis because they contained an ex- 
perimental artifact in the easy goal condition which involved instructing 
subjects to stop working when the easy goal was reached (Locke, 1967a; 
Locke, Frederick, Buckner, & Bobko, 1984; Locke, Mento, & Katcher, 
1978). This instruction may serve to artifactually inflate the goal diffl- 
culty-performance relationship as noted by Bavelas and Lee (1978). Six 
studies were eliminated from the analysis due to use of a within-subjects 
as opposed to a between-subjects experimental design (Bryan & Locke, 
1967; Locke, Cartledge, & Knerr, 1970-the first four studies; and 
Matsui, Okada, & Mizuguchi, 1981). Green and Hall (1984) have cau- 
tioned that it is incorrect and inappropriate to include data from a within- 
subjects design into a meta-analysis since effect sizes cannot be accu- 
rately computed. For the goal specificity/difficulty analysis, data were 
available from 49 studies. Two studies were excluded for utilizing a 
within-subjects design (Erez & Zidon, 1984; Locke & Bryan, 1967- 
Study 2). 

For studies which presented goal setting-effects over different time in- 
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tervals within the same study, separate effect sizes were calculated and 
averaged. A few field studies reported goal-setting effects on both objec- 
tive and subjective performance criteria. In these cases, the effect size 
for the objective criterion was used in the prior distribution. For those 
field studies which contained multiple objective criteria, the performance 
measure included in the analysis was the one most clearly consonant with 
the type of goal set and/or which most clearly represented an individual’s 
performance. 

Analyses 

Each study result was treated as an independent datum. The effect size 
statistic d represents the difference between the means of the experi- 
mental and control groups in standard score units (Hunter & Schmidt, 
1983). Results from experimental studies were converted to d from de- 
scriptive statistics (i.e., means and standard deviations) or from inferen- 
tial statistics (i.e., t or F) depending on the type of data reported by a 
study’s investigators (Glass, 1977; Glass et al., 1981; Hunter et al., 1982). 

For correlational studies, the point biserial r (r& was estimated from 
Pearson Y to represent the effects of goal difficulty and goal specificity/ 
difficulty on performance from formulas given in Glass et al. (1981). The 
size of the point biserial correlation is affected by the relative proportion 
of cases in the two treatment groups. Effect sizes for all individual studies 
were corrected for differences in subgroup sample sizes, when appro- 
priate. Since d is an algebraic transformation of the point biserial Y 
(Hunter et al., 1982), it is possible to convert the calculated point biserial 
Y for correlational studies analyzed to d in order to obtain a common 
metric for use in the cumulation of effect sizes across both experimental 
and correlational studies. 

Corrections for measurement unreliability were made for predictor 
variables (in field studies which used a questionnaire measure of goal 
difficulty or specificity) and criteria (for all studies). For those studies 
which used questionnaires to measure goal difficulty or specificity, the 
exact reliabilities reported were used to make corrections. If reliabilities 
were not reported by a study’s investigators, artifact distribution means 
for goal difficulty FX, = .72) and goal specificity (i-X, = .81) were em- 
ployed instead (Mabe & West, 1982). The average reported reliabilities 
across all studies using performance ratings was .80. For those studies 
reporting objective measures of performance, the average reported reli- 
ability was -92. These reliability estimates were used to correct effect size 
statistics and variance estimates (~2) for error of measurement (cf. Hunter 
et al., 1982; Mabe & West, 1982). Next, sampling error variance was 
calculated using the formulas for sampling error modified to take into 
account the effect of the corrections for errors of measurement on sam- 
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pling error, according to Hunter et al., 1982 (pp. 111-115). Finally, the 
remaining unexplained variance (s*,) was determined after correcting for 
measurement error and sampling. 

For both goal difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty, an analysis was 
conducted to determine if the ratio of sampling error variance to total 
variance (i.e., variance corrected for measurement unreliability) (Hunter 
et al., 1982) was, in fact, trivial. Schmidt, Hunter, and Pearlman (1982) 
propose that if sampling error variance accounts for more than 75% of the 
total variance, then one may conclude that differences in effect sizes 
across studies are due entirely to sampling error. Conversely, if this ratio 
falls below 75%, they advocate supplemental moderator analyses. In 
both cases, the ratio of sampling variance to total variance was less than 
75%, indicating that a search for potential moderators was in order. 

Five potential moderator variables were examined within goal diffi- 
culty and goal specificity/difficulty analyses. These moderators were 
study type (experimental or correlational), setting (laboratory or field), 
level of education, feedback, and incentives. A two-stage approach to 
moderator variable identification was employed. The first stage con- 
trasted subsample variances and effect sizes to similar overall sampling 
statistics for the total sample. Hunter et al. (1982) advocate this method 
of moderator identification. The second stage of this process employed 
multiple regression analysis to identify potential moderator variables 
(Mabe & West, 1982; Steel & Ovalle, 1984). 

Tables 1 and 2 provide descriptive information for all of the studies 
used in our goal difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty meta-analyses. 
The study characteristics summarized in the tables include the re- 
searchers, sample type, study setting, type of study, presence or absence 
of feedback, level of education of participants, presence or absence of 
incentives, effect size d, and/or point biserial r. 

RESULTS 

Goal Difficulty and Task Performance 

Across both experimental and correlational studies (N = 7407), the 
relationship between goal difficulty and performance was d (corrected) = 
0.5813, and the variance corrected for measurement error was sc2 = 
.1495. The unexplained variance after correcting for sampling error was 
equal to .1029. The results of the meta-analysis of goal difficulty on per- 
formance along with potential moderator variable effects are presented in 
Table 3. The table depicts the total sample size for each analysis and the 
number of studies, Also included are the mean observed and corrected d 
values, observed variances and variances corrected for measurement 
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error, variances due to sampling error, and the remaining variances after 
adjusting for the two artifacts. 

For the subset of 36 experimental studies, the corrected d was 0.6307 
and the corrected variance was .2152’(N = 3252). The variance corrected 
for sampling was .0551, leaving .I601 as unexplained variance. 

Since a considerable amount of unexplained variance remained across 
studies of the goal difficulty-performance relationship (s,* = .1029) after 
correction for artifacts, a search for potential moderator variables was 
undertaken. Using the general guidelines suggested by Schmidt et al. 
(1982), the ratio of sampling error variance was less than 75% of the cor- 
rected variance (s,*) and, therefore, a moderator analysis was deemed 
appropriate. 

Moderator Analysis of the Goal Difficulty-Performance Relationship 

The following variables were investigated as potential moderators of 
the goal difficulty-performance relationship: study type (experimental or 
correlational), study setting (laboratory or field), level of education (high 
or low), feedback (present or absent), and monetary incentives (present 
or absent). Stage one of this process employed moderator search tech- 
niques recommended by Hunter et al. (1982). One first dichotomizes the 
potential moderator variable and then compares subsequent subset sta- 
tistics to statistics for the total sample. More explicitly, if the obtained 
subset effect sizes (d’s) (after correcting for measurement error) differ 
from the total sample corrected effect size (d), and if both the unex- 
plained subset variances (sZ,, and st,) are less than the overall unex- 
plained variance (st), then one may deduce that a moderator variable has 
been identified. 

For the sake of simplicity, comparisons of moderator effects were 
made in terms of d. 

As seen in Table 3, there was a slight tendency for experimental studies 
to be more strongly related to performance than correlational studies; 
corrected d’s were 0.6307 and 0.5426, respectively. The unexplained vari- 

* ance for experimental studies s,, = .1601 was larger than the unexplained 
variance for all studies (i.e., s: = .1029). Thus, study type does not ap- 
pear to moderate goal difftculty-performance relationships. 

There was a difference between the corrected d of 0.6486 for labora- 
tory studies as compared to the d of 0.4915 for field studies. However, 
the unexplained variance for laboratory studies exceeded st and therefore 
we concluded that study type was not a viable moderator. 

The education level reported for a study’s participants by the original 
researchers was used to test for the moderating effect of education level 
on a study’s outcomes. Samples with greater than a high school educa- 
tion were classified as “high,” and those reporting a level of education 
less than or equal to high school completion were categorized as “low” 
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(cf. Ivancevich & McMahon, 1977a). The existence of unclassifiable 
studies necessitated the recomputation of statistics for the overall 
sample. Thus, the overall corrected d for both high- and low-education 
samples combined was 0.5867, and sf = .0475, residual unexplained vari- 
ance was s2 = 1098 . . 

Difficult;-performance relationships were stronger for high-education 
than for low-education samples, with d’s = 0.6014 and 0.3605, respec- 
tively. However, the unexplained variance for high-education subjects 
exceeded the unexplained variance for the total sample. Hence, Hunter 
er al. (1982) would conclude that education level does not moderate the 
relationship. 

Studies were classified on the feedback variable with respect to 
whether or not feedback was explicitly given concerning goals and per- 
formance. As the data in the table show, the presence of feedback did 
produce a larger d than that in studies with no feedback present. Once 
again, considering unexplained variance for a subsample, the feedback 
absent studies yielded an estimate of unexplained variance (~2,) which 
exceeded the unexplained variance for all studies with and without feed- 
back combined. 

Studies were classified as including incentives if incentives were of- 
fered in conjunction with the goal-setting manipulation. Surprisingly, the 
goal difftculty-performance relationship was higher in the no incentive 
condition than it was in the incentive present condition. However, & 
was greater than s& thus eliminating this potential moderator from further 
consideration. 

Hunter et al.‘s (1982) moderator analysis provides a fairly conservative 
test for the detection of moderators. An alternative technique gaining 
popularity in the literature involves multiple regression analysis. Stage 2 
of our moderator analysis involved the use of the multiple regression ap- 
proach (Mabe & West, 1982; Steel & Ovalle, 1984). In this analysis goal 
difficulty-performance d’s were utilized as the criterion variable and po- 
tential moderators served as predictors. The following coding scheme 
was used: (1) study type-experimental studies were coded 2 and corre- 
lational studies were coded 1; (2) study setting-laboratory studies were 
coded 2 and field studies were coded 1; (3) level of education-studies 
with a median education level greater than high school were coded 2, and 
studies with median education levels less than 12 years were coded 1; (4) 
feedback-studies incorporating feedback were coded 2 and studies 
without feedback were coded 1; (5) incentives-studies incorporating in- 
centives in conjunction with performance goals were coded 2 and studies 
without incentives were coded 1. 

There were 58 studies available for which moderator variable informa- 
tion could be obtained for each predictor. Table 4 contains the results of 
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TABLE 4 
MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS USING POTENTIAL MODERATORS TO PREDICT A GOAL 

DIFFICULTY-PERFORMANCE OUTCOME VARIABLE 

Moderator 

Type 
Setting 
Feedback 
Education 
Incentive 

r Beta Value 

,135 ,061 
,194 ,154 
.155 ,154 

- ,073 - ,041 
- .053 -.126 

Unadjusted R = ,268 
Adjusted R* = - ,018 

Note. N = 58. Cases containing missing data were deleted from this analysis. 

the regression analysis, and it also includes zero-order correlations be- 
tween potential moderators and the goal difficulty-performance outcome 
variable. The results indicated that none of the predictor variables func- 
tioned to moderate the focal relationship between goal difficulty and per- 
formance . 

Overall, goal difficulty exerted a strong influence on task performance. 
Across all studies, the corrected d was 0.5813. Clearly, difficult goals 
have a dramatic effect on performance outcomes. 

Goal SpecificitylDijjjculty and Task Performance 

Across both experimental and correlational studies (N = 5844), the 
relationship (corrected) between goal difficulty/specificity and perfor- 
mance was calculated to be d = 0.4441 (sf = .0695). This effect size 
estimate was smaller than the estimate for goal difficulty, but it was still 
nevertheless of considerable magnitude. The relevant statistics for the 
meta-analysis on goal specificity/difficulty effects and potential moder- 
ators may be found in Table 5. 

Examining experimental studies only, the corrected d was 0.4945 and 
its associated variance was S, * = .0807. The variance correcting for sam- 
pling was .075, leaving S, * = .0333 as unexplained variance. 

Again, since a considerable amount of unexplained variance remained 
when examining the overall goal specificity/difficulty-performance rela- 
tionship (s: = .0303), a search for potential moderator variables was un- 
dertaken . 

Moderator Analysis of the Goal SpecificitylDifJiculty- 
Performance Relationship 

The same five potential moderator variables discussed above as moder- 
ators of the goal specificity/difficulty-performance relations were also 
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examined. Again a two-stage approach to moderator identification was 
undertaken, the first involving subset formation and variance comparison 
per Hunter et al. (1982), and the second approach employing multiple 
regression analysis. 

The data in Table 5 reveal a tendency for experimental studies to be 
more strongly related to performance than correlational studies. How- 
ever, the unexplained variance (s,i 2 = .0333) for experimental studies ex- 
ceeded the unexplained variance (s, 2 = .0303) across all studies. Hence, 
the Hunter et al. (1982) moderator analyses indicated that type of study 
had no apparent impact on the magnitude of goal specificity/difficulty- 
performance outcomes. 

The data in the table indicate, as was the case for goal difficulty, that 
the impact of goal specificity/difficulty on performance is somewhat 
greater in laboratory studies than in field studies. However, inspection of 
the relevant subsample variances indicated, using the Hunter et al. (1982) 
criterion, that study setting could not be treated as a moderating variable. 

The overall corrected d for both high- and low-education samples was 
0.472 based on a sample of 4237 cases from 40 studies. The obtained 
effect was stronger in the high-education group than in the low-education 
subsamples. Initial comparisons argue against the identification of educa- 
tion as a moderator, since the unexplained variance for the aggregated 
high- and low-education subsamples was less than the unexplained vari- 
ance for the high-education subsample (i.e., S: = .0275 vs s$ = .0377). 

Across the 42 studies (N = 541 I) for which the presence or absence of 
explicit feedback in relation to performance could be clearly determined, 
the corrected d was = 0.4396, with S: = .0354. In this comparison the 
goal specificity/difficulty-performance relationship for feedback present 
studies (d = 0.5044) was greater than for feedback absent studies (d = 
0.4075). The unexplained variance in the feedback present subsample (s$ 
= .0497) exceeded the unexplained variance (sz = .0354) in the aggre- 
gated overall feedback sample. Thus, according to the Hunter et al. 
(1982) methodology, preliminary evidence was lacking for the identifica- 
tion of feedback as a moderator variable. 

Previously, we found that goal difficulty and performance were more 
highly related in the incentive absent condition. In analyzing the potential 
of incentives to serve as a moderator between goal specificity/difficulty 
and performance, we determined that larger effect sizes were associated 
with the incentive present condition. Even so, comparison of the relevant 
variances again dictated rejection of incentives as a viable moderator 
variable. 

Based on the initial stage of our moderator analysis which focused pri- 
marily on unexplained variance, no clear-cut moderator variables were 
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identified. The next stage of the analysis utilized the multiple regression 
approach. The coding system used with the moderator variables in the 
previous regression analysis was retained. There were 3.5 studies avail- 
able for regression of the goal specificity/difficulty outcome variable on 
the five moderator candidates. Table 6 provides zero-order correlation 
coefficients and regression results from this analysis. The setting (labora- 
tory versus field) was found to significantly (p < .Ol) moderate goal spec- 
ificity/difficulty-performance relationships. The other four predictors 
failed to contribute to the explanation of additional criterion variance. It 
should be noted that the zero-order correlations for setting, type, and 
feedback were significant (p < .05). A more thorough explanation of the 
moderator variable results for the goal difficulty and goal specificity/diffi- 
culty analyses are explicated in the Discussion section. Overall, goal 
specificity/difficulty was found to be strongly related to task perfor- 
mance. The corrected d was = 0.4441. 

Supplemental Analyses 

Two additional prior distributions were developed to perform meta- 
analyses in order to investigate substantive issues in the goal-setting liter- 
ature which could not be addressed by the previous meta-analyses of goal 
difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty. The following analyses focused 
on feedback and participation in goal setting. This approach used in the 
supplemental analyses was recommended originally by Green and Hall 
(1984). 

The following meta-analysis was conducted to compare the perfor- 
mance effects of groups assigned specific hard goals with feedback to the 
effects of groups assigned specific hard goals without feedback. Specifi- 
cally, a small subset of experimental studies were identified which com- 
pared a specific hard goal condition with feedback to a specific hard goal 

TABLE 6 
MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALVSIS USING POTENTIAL MODERATORS TO PREDICT A GOAL 

SPECIFICITY/DIFFICULTY -PERFORMANCE OUTCOME VARIABLE 

Moderator r Beta Value 

Type 
Setting 
Feedback 
Education 
Incentive 

.380 .Oll 
s17 .519* 
.366 .262 

-.021 -.I37 
.129 .036 

Unadjusted R = .613 
Adjusted R2 = .268 

Note. N = 35. Cases containing missing data were deleted from the analysis. 
* p < .Ol. 
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condition without feedback within the same study. Three studies were 
isolated having the relevant statistics needed for the calculation of subse- 
quent meta-analysis statistics. These included one experimental field 
study (Becker, 1978) and two experimental laboratory studies (Bandura 
& Cervone, 1983; Strang, Lawrence, & Fowler, 1978). Across these three 
studies (N = 170), the overall effect size for hard specific goals with 
feedback compared to hard specific goals without feedback was d = 
0.873 (sf = .0926). The variance due to sampling error was calculated to 
be .0773, leaving sz = .0153 as unexplained variance. The magnitude of 
this d value strongly suggests that the presence of feedback had a consid- 
erable impact on performance when used in conjunction with difficult 
specific goals. 

An important issue in goal setting research which has engendered con- 
siderable debate deals with the differential effects of assigned versus par- 
ticipative goal setting on task performance. In order to bring some clarity 
to this issue, the goal-setting literature was reexamined for studies which 
compared both assigned and participative methods of goal assignment 
within the same study. The studies examined included Dossett, Latham, 
and Mitchell (1979), Ivancevich (1976, 1977), Latham and Marshall 
(1982), Latham, Mitchell, and Dossett (1978), Latham and Saari (1979a, 
1979b), Latham and Steele (1983), Latham, Steele, and Saari (1982), and 
Latham and Yukl(1975b, 1976). Seven studies were identified which con- 
tained the statistics necessary for conducting this meta-analysis. All 
seven studies were experimental. Four were laboratory studies (Dossett 
et al., 1979; Latham & Saari, 1979a, 1979b; Latham & Steele, 1983) and 
three were field studies (Latham & Marshall, 1982; Latham et al., 1978; 
Latham & Yukl, 1976). Across these studies (N = 343) the frequency- 
weighted effect size was d = 0.203 with the participative goal-setting 
groups performing at higher levels than the individuals in the assigned 
goal-setting conditions. The corrected effect size statistic was d = 0.209 
(of = .0819). Residual unexplained variance (after corrections for sam- 
pling error) was virtually equal to zero. In the Latham et al. (1978) study 
goal levels for the assigned and participative groups were not equal. The 
participative goal group had a goal level higher than the assigned goal 
group and subsequently higher performance. 

A further meta-analysis was conducted on the six remaining studies of 
the seven previously identified above in which goal level was held con- 
stunt in both the assigned and participative goal-setting conditions. 
Across these six studies (N = 267), the corrected effect size statistic was 
d = 0.202, sf = .105, with the participative goal-setting groups per- 
forming at higher levels than individuals in the assigned goal-setting con- 
dition. Residual unexplained variance (after corrections for sampling 
error) was equal to .015. Thus in those studies which controlled for goal 
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difficulty level between assigned and participative conditions, and for 
which relevant meta-analytic data were available, participatively set 
goals lead to higher levels of task performance than did assigned goals. 
The effect size of d = 0.202 is equal to a productivity increase of 4% for 
participative versus assigned goals (Hunter & Schmidt, 1983). 

DISCUSSION 

The utilization of goal setting as a motivational technique for enhancing 
task performance is one of the most thoroughly researched areas in the 
management and organizational behavior literatures. Locke (1978) has 
argued persuasively that goal setting is either implicitly or explicitly rec- 
ognized as a component process of virtually every theory of and ap- 
proach to work motivation. 

The present study contributed additional support to the increasingly 
overwhelming evidence behind two major premises of Locke’s (1968a) 
conceptualization of goal setting as a motivational technique. Goal diffi- 
culty and goal specificity/difficulty were found to be strongly related to 
task performance across a variety of tasks and in both laboratory and 
field settings. If there is ever to be a viable candidate from the organiza- 
tional sciences for elevation to the lofty status of a scientific law of na- 
ture, then the relationships between goal difficulty, specificity/difficulty, 
and task performance are most worthy of serious consideration. Cer- 
tainly, if nothing else, the evidence from numerous studies indicates that 
these variables behave lawfully. At the same time, it appears as though 
little more may be gained by continuing to replicate goal difficulty and 
goal specificity/difficulty-performance relationships. It is time for a 
change in research emphasis toward underlying mechanisms which con- 
tribute to these relationships. 

A strong appeal of the goal-setting paradigm might be due to its con- 
ceptual simplicity. A recent controversy regarding the generalizability of 
goal-setting effects from the laboratory to the field has been noted by 
Latham and Lee (1985). They argue that since goal-setting theory is rela- 
tively simple, its testing procedures are similarly simple, and less affected 
by many of the methodological difficulties that have constrained the re- 
finement of other motivation theories (Pinder, 1984). They conclude that 
the development of a set of research techniques and experimental para- 
digms that appear to be effective and effectively sound from a scientific 
stance facilitate the relatively straightforward adaptation of the process 
from laboratory to field settings. In a similar vein, Locke and Henne 
(1986) in a review of various theories of work motivation conclude that 
the more task specific and the closer the concepts (in this case goals) of 
various theories to the point of action, the more valid the theory. Our 



GOAL SETTING 75 

moderator analysis addresses this issue. The results indicated that goal 
difficulty and goal specificity/difficulty performance effects appear stable 
across the type of study (i.e., experimental or correlational), the types of 
subjects (i.e., educational level) and differing feedback and incentive 
conditions. In support of Latham and Lee (1985) our goal difficulty-per- 
formance moderator analysis indicated that research settings were undif- 
ferentiated for all practical purposes. The moderator variable analysis re- 
sults for goal specificity/difficulty are less clear. We found the research 
setting statistically moderated the goal specificity/difficulty relationship, 
and also that zero-order correlations for type and feedback were statisti- 
cally significant. 

In perspective it should be noted that for both the Hunter et al. (1982) 
type moderator analysis and the regression-based moderator analysis, the 
possibility exists in our study that, because of the relatively small number 
of studies available, the power to detect moderators was not great. It 
seems plausible that some of the variables in Tables 3 and 5 that would 
have been moderators but for an aberrant variance in one of the sub- 
samples of studies analyzed may turn out, when additional studies be- 
come available, to actually be moderators. 

An additional meta-analysis focusing only on those studies which com- 
pared performance of subjects assigned hard specific goals with feedback 
to hard specific goals without feedback within the same study, provided 
clear support of the efficacy of coupling feedback with hard specific 
goals. Both knowledge and motivation, it would seem, are necessary for 
enhanced performance. 

Further elaboration of our meta-analysis findings regarding the ap- 
parent efficacy of participative goal setting versus assigned goal settings 
is in order. Latham and Lee (1975), Locke and Latham (1984), and 
Schweiger and Leana (1975) argue that the evidence has not supported 
the efficacy of participative over assigned goals with respect to perfor- 
mance. Our meta-analysis was performed on six studies for which the 
performance of assigned goal groups could be directly compared to the 
performance of participatively set goal groups, within the same study 
with goal level held constant, and for which relevant statistics were avail- 
able to permit the computation of an effect size. To permit a more com- 
prehensive view of the available evidence, the following discussion fo- 
cuses pn those studies which did not enter our meta-analysis, since ap- 
propriate data were not available for inclusion. 

Two of the studies by Ivancevich (1976, 1977) reported no differences 
in performance between assigned and participative goal-setting groups. 
The comparability of goal difficulty level between the two groups was not 
reported. In the Latham and Yukl (1975b) study no differences in perfor- 
mance were obtained between assigned and participative goal-setting 
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conditions among educated workers. Among uneducated workers, signif- 
icant performance differences were obtained favoring the participative 
goal-setting group contrasted to the assigned goal group; however, the 
goal level was set higher among the participative goal-setting group. In 
the study by Latham et al. (1982) no differences were obtained between 
participative and assigned goal-setting conditions. 

In our meta-analysis of six studies in which goal level was held con- 
stant, two of the studies yielded effect sizes favoring assigned goals, 
while the remaining four effect sizes favored participative over assigned 
goal setting. In light of all the available evidence regarding the participa- 
tive-assigned goal-setting issue, we must conclude that our meta-anal- 
ysis results favoring participative versus assigned goal setting is incon- 
clusive and must await further research. 

An important implication of this research for managers concerns the 
expected utility of goal setting as an organizational intervention. Based 
on the effect sizes obtained from the goal difficulty and goal specificity/ 
difficulty meta-analyses, one may calculate the expected increase in 
average performance above baseline for the goal-setting technique used 
in the field. For goal difficulty the effect size d = 0.5813 (across all 
studies) is equal to a productivity increase of 11.63%; similarly, for goal 
specificity/difficulty, the effect size d = 0.4441 (across all studies) trans- 
lates into an increase of 8.88% (Hunter & Schmidt, 1983). One further 
meta-analysis concerns the powerful effect on performance of combining 
specific hard goals with feedback (which involves both informational and 
motivational components) as compared to using specific hard goals 
without knowledge of results. The effect size between these conditions 
was d = 0.873, equating to a 17.46% increase in productivity realized by 
coupling specific hard goals with feedback. Of course, the expected 
dollar value of these average performance increments depends on the 
standard deviation of performance and the dollar value attributed to each 
performance increment for a given organization (Bobko, Karren, & Par- 
kington, 1982). 

The latest research on goal setting has focused on the processes by 
which goals affect task performance. Locke and his colleagues (Locke, 
Frederick, Lee, & Bobko, 1984; Taylor, Locke, Lee, & Gist, 1984) and 
Bandura and Cervone (1983) have identified the self-efficacy construct as 
an important mechanism underlying the goal-setting-performance pro- 
cess. In the future meta-analysis may be a useful technique for aggre- 
gating components of path-analytic models of the mediators of goal-set- 
ting-performance relationships, such as the variables of personal goals, 
expectancy, valence, and self efficacy. Future research on goal setting 
might further explore the effects of group goal setting and quality goals 
(Austin & Bobko, 1984) on performance. Other intriguing avenues for 
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future inquiry are the effects of goal setting in conjunction with competi- 
tion and the role of strategy development in the goal-setting process. 

A final comment deals with the process of meta-analysis. Subjective 
judgments are an important component of the process with respect to 
which studies to include, the coding process, and in gleaning relevant 
information from past studies. Meta-analytic procedures appear to offer 
more quantitative precision in accumulating statistical evidence regarding 
empirical relationships of interest, but should not replace but rather com- 
plement excellent analytical narrative type reviews such as those con- 
ducted by Latham and Lee (1983, Locke and Henne (1986), and 
Schweiger and Leana (1985). 
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