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Uniting separate research streams on situational and dispositional goals, we investi-
gated goal setting and goal orientation together in a complex business simulation. A
specific learning goal led to higher performance than did either a specific performance
goal or a vague goal. Goal orientation predicted performance when the goal was vague.
The performance goal attenuated correlations between goal orientation and perfor-
mance. The correlation between a learning goal orientation and performance was
significant when a learning goal was set. Self-efficacy and information search medi-
ated the effect of a learning goal on performance.

Goal setting studies have their roots in organiza-
tional psychology, in contrast to research on goal
orientation, which has roots in educational psy-
chology. The focus of goal orientation studies is
primarily on ability, whereas that of goal setting is
on motivation. Consequently, the tasks used in goal
setting research are typically straightforward for
research participants, as the emphasis is primarily
on effort and persistence. The tasks used in studies
of goal orientation are usually complex, as the fo-
cus is on the acquisition of knowledge and skill.
Performance is a function of both ability and moti-
vation. Yet one research camp rarely takes into
account findings by the other. The result is increas-
ing confusion in the literature between a perfor-
mance goal and a performance goal orientation;
between the roles of situational as opposed to dis-
positional goals as determinants of behavior; the
circumstances in which a learning goal versus a
learning goal orientation is likely to increase per-
formance; and whether goal orientation is a mod-
erator of the goal-performance relationship. The
purpose of the experiment reported here was to
draw connections between these two related yet
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separate streams of work in organizational behav-
ior, namely, goal setting and goal orientation.

GOAL SETTING THEORY

In their goal setting theory of motivation, Locke
and Latham (1990) stated that, given goal commit-
ment, a specific challenging goal leads to higher
task performance than a vague goal, such as “do
your best.” This assertion has been supported in
over 500 empirical studies (e.g., Latham, Locke, &
Fassina, 2002; Locke & Latham, 2002).

A number of variables have been shown to mod-
erate the relationship between goal difficulty and
performance. These include, but are not limited to,
ability, feedback, task complexity, and situational
constraints (Locke & Latham, 1990). For personality
variables in the goal setting framework, however,
controversy exists as to whether goals are better
predictors of action than are traits. For example,
Yukl and Latham (1978) found that goals predicted
both performance and satisfaction better than a
measure of need for achievement. Subsequently, an
increasing number of studies have shown that self-
set goals mediate the relationship between person-
ality variables (for instance, need for achievement
and conscientiousness) and performance (Locke &
Latham, 2002). With regard to moderators, Locke,
Shaw, Saari, and Latham (1981) concluded that the
only consistent finding regarding personality vari-
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ables in goal setting research is data that are incon-
sistent. Locke and Latham (1990) reiterated this
conclusion a decade later.

An explanation for the inconsistent research
findings is that goal setting is a “strong” variable
that attenuates the effect of personality variables
(e.g., Adler & Weiss, 1988). This is because a spe-
cific challenging goal provides cues to guide be-
havior and performance expectations, and hence
leaves little room for personality-based individual
variation in work behavior and subsequent perfor-
mance. Consequently, there has been minimal in-
terest in investigating personality or stable individ-
ual difference variables as moderators of goal
effects. The necessity for now doing so is evident
from the rapidly accumulating findings regarding a
person’s goal orientation. Goal orientation predicts
and explains not only the tasks people choose, but
how they behave when the acquisition of knowl-
edge or ability, rather than sheer effort or persis-
tence, is a prerequisite for good performance on a
complex task. Both ability and task complexity are
moderators in goal setting theory (Locke & Latham,
1990, 2002).

GOAL ORIENTATION

Dweck and her colleagues (e.g., Dweck & Leggett,
1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988), working in the edu-
cational psychology field, found that children have
two different goal orientations toward developing
and demonstrating their abilities, namely, a perfor-
mance and a learning goal orientation. On tasks
that require primarily learning as opposed to moti-
vation, children who have a performance goal ori-
entation focus on the end result, have apprehen-
sions of failure, and focus on the consequences of
their poor performance, especially the disapproval
of others. Where possible, they choose tasks that
enable them to demonstrate their competence at the
expense of their learning something new. Those
children who have a learning goal orientation seek
challenging tasks that provide them the opportunity
to develop their competencies. Errors are perceived
as a natural, instructive part of the process. The out-
come is an increase in self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986).

These findings should be of interest to goal set-
ting researchers. As Locke and Latham (2002)
stated, self-efficacy is important in goal setting the-
ory in several ways. People with high self-efficacy
are more committed to assigned goals, find and use
better strategies to attain the goals, and respond
more positively to negative feedback than do peo-
ple with low self-efficacy.

Research by VandeWalle and his colleagues have
shown the applicability of Dweck’s findings to or-

ganizational behavior. For example, he found that
individuals who have a performance goal orienta-
tion have a strong desire to impress others, and
hence they focus on the outcome of their perfor-
mance; those with a learning goal orientation focus
on ways to master tasks so as to develop their
competence, acquire new skills, and learn from
experience (Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; Vande-
Walle, Brown, Cron, & Slocum, 1999). Moreover,
VandeWalle (1997) showed that a performance goal
orientation can be partitioned further into two di-
mensions, namely, a “prove” goal orientation, that
is, a focus on demonstrating one’s competence and
gaining the favorable judgments of others, and an
“avoid” goal orientation, that is, a focus on ways of
avoiding negation of one’s competence as well as
unfavorable judgments by others. These three ori-
entations are independent dimensions (Button,
Mathieu, & Zajac, 1996; VandeWalle, 1997).

VandeWalle, Ganesan, Challagalla, and Brown
(2000) found a positive relationship between a
learning goal orientation and feedback-seeking be-
havior with regard to overall job performance and
technical aspects of a job, in contrast to a negative
relationship between a performance goal orienta-
tion and seeking feedback (VandeWalle & Cum-
mings, 1997). VandeWalle and his colleagues
(2000) argued that feedback seeking is important
because it suggests ways to improve abilities. In
contrast, those who have a performance goal orien-
tation view their abilities as fixed and hence tend to
avoid seeking feedback owing to fear of incurring
criticism about what they believe they cannot im-
prove. This finding should be of high importance to
goal setting researchers as feedback is a moderator
of the goal-performance relationship.

VandeWalle and coauthors (1999) investigated
the effect of goal orientation on sales performance,
finding that a learning goal orientation had a posi-
tive relationship with sales performance. They con-
cluded that a learning goal orientation, even for the
members of an experienced workforce, is always
appropriate. There are few, if any, situations that
favor a performance goal orientation, whereby a
person chooses continually to sacrifice learning in
favor of “looking good” to others. On the other
hand, this conclusion may suggest that a person’s
focus should always be on the process that leads to
a desired result rather than on the result itself.
Given the literally hundreds of studies on goal set-
ting theory, this latter conclusion would appear
incorrect unless one confuses a performance goal
orientation with goal content—that is, the setting of
a performance goal that is both specific and difficult.
These two concepts, performance goal orientation
and performance goal, are not interchangeable.
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A performance goal is an object or aim of actions.
It refers to the desire of attaining a specific standard
of proficiency on a given task, usually within a
certain time (Locke & Latham, 1990). A perfor-
mance goal orientation is defined and measured as
a predilection, not for challenging performance
goals, but rather, for attaining relatively certain suc-
cess so as to increase the probability of favorable
judgments by others (Button et al., 1996).

Goal orientation researchers seldom, if ever, take
into account findings from goal setting theory. This
is because goal orientation is usually measured as a
trait, and a person’s rating on this trait is correlated
with his or her subsequent performance. In other
studies, goal orientation is treated as an induced
mind-set. Individuals are urged to focus either on
how well they are performing a task, or on the
acquisition of the knowledge needed to perform the
task effectively. But no specific challenging goal is
set in either goal orientation condition.

Another reason findings from goal setting theory
have been ignored in the goal orientation literature
is that the tasks employed by goal setting research-
ers to assess motivation are typically straightfor-
ward. They require primarily effort and persistence
rather than the acquisition of knowledge or ability.
However, with the publication of Kanfer and Ack-
erman’s (1989) findings, which are described next,
this is no longer true.

LEARNING VERSUS PERFORMANCE GOALS

Using an air traffic control simulation, a highly
complex task, Kanfer and Ackerman found that
when people lacked the knowledge or skill to per-
form the task effectively, urging them to set a spe-
cific high goal with regard to the results to be at-
tained led to a decrease rather than an increase in
performance, relative to urging them to do their
best. They concluded that this pattern occurred
because, when people are in the “declarative” stage
of learning, before performance routines have be-
come automatic, their cognitive resources need to
be allocated to mastering the processes required to
perform well rather than to the attainment of a
specific level of performance.

Winters and Latham (1996) showed that the type
of goal set explains the results obtained by Kanfer
and Ackerman. When a task was straightforward
for people, Winters and Latham found that setting a
specific high performance goal led to higher perfor-
mance than did urging people to do their best. This
finding replicated countless other goal setting stud-
ies. But when a task required the acquisition of
knowledge, they replicated Kanfer and Ackerman’s
finding that urging people to do their best led to

higher performance than the setting of a specific
challenging performance goal. However, when a
specific high learning goal (for instance, discover n
strategies to perform a task effectively) was set,
performance was even higher than it was when
people were urged to do their best. Seijts and
Latham (2001) replicated this finding.

Setting a high performance goal is effective only
when people already have the ability to perform a
particular task effectively. On a task that requires
learning, a specific challenging learning goal
should be set. A learning goal shifts attention to the
discovery and implementation of task-relevant
strategies or procedures and away from task out-
come achievement. This is because tasks that are
novel or complex for an individual often require
attentional resources for learning what is required
in order to perform them well (Kanfer, 1990; Kanfer
& Ackerman, 1989; Locke, 2000). For tasks that a
person already has the requisite ability to perform
effectively, a learning goal that needlessly focuses
attention on discovering strategies—rather than on
attaining a specific level of performance—has a
deleterious effect on performance (Winters &
Latham, 1996). These findings have high practical
significance.

Two real-world scenarios can illustrate. A dean
or department chair should assign a specific high
learning goal rather than a specific performance
goal to an assistant professor who is inexperienced
in the classroom. The assistant professor should
focus on the discovery of five to seven strategies,
processes, or procedures (such as finding specific
ways to explain complex material in memorable
ways, learning students’ first names, and showing
the relevance of the subject matter to the students’
lives outside the classroom) for obtaining high stu-
dent evaluations. Assigning a specific challenging
performance goal (such as obtaining student eval-
uations of 6 or higher on a 7-point scale) before the
professor’s teaching routines have become “auto-
matic” is likely to lead to “scrambling” on the part
of the teacher, and subsequent rejection by the stu-
dents. Similarly, a novice golfer in the declarative
stage of learning should set a specific high learning
goal rather than a high performance goal. A score
of, say, 70 would be a high performance goal in the
case of this game. The (more desirable) learning
goal might be mastering the proper grip of the club
or proper placement of the feet, learning when to
use what club, or understanding the distribution of
weight from one foot to the other when swinging
the club.

Neither Kanfer and Ackerman, Winters and
Latham, nor Seijts and Latham included a measure
of a person’s goal orientation in their respective
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experimental designs. Goal setting and goal orien-
tation studies are in essence two isolated facets of
the organizational behavior literature. Despite calls
to integrate goal orientation into mainstream re-
search on goal setting (e.g., Farr, Hofmann, &
Ringenbach, 1993), to our knowledge no study has
examined the effects of goal orientation and the
assignment of a specific high goal within a single
research design. We addressed this gap in the liter-
ature by investigating whether a person’s goal ori-
entation affects subsequent performance when a
specific, rather than an abstract, goal is set. Our
interest in this research stems from the long-stand-
ing debate on the relative roles of dispositional and
situational determinants of behavior (e.g., House,
Shane, & Herold, 1996). The following hypotheses
were tested:

Hypothesis 1a. On a complex task, a specific,
challenging learning goal leads to higher per-
formance than an abstract “do your best” goal.

Hypothesis 1b. On a complex task, a specific,
challenging learning goal leads to higher per-
formance than a specific, challenging perfor-
mance goal.

Hypotheses 1a and 1b are consistent with the
results obtained by Seijts and Latham (2001) as
well as Winters and Latham (1996).

Hypothesis 2a. When people are urged to “do
their best” on a complex task, there is a posi-
tive relationship between a learning goal ori-
entation and performance.

Hypothesis 2b. When people are urged to “do
their best” on a complex task, there is a nega-
tive relationship between performance and
both the “prove” and the “avoid” dimensions
of a performance goal orientation.

Hypotheses 2a and 2b are consistent with the
results obtained by VandeWalle, Cron, and Slocum
(2001). In the absence of goal setting, they found
that a learning goal orientation correlated posi-
tively with performance on academic tasks; nega-
tive and nonsignificant relationships were obtained
between the “prove” and “avoid” dimensions of a
performance goal orientation and subsequent per-
formance. Because no goals were set, it can be
inferred that the participants (students) were trying
to do their best.

A do-your-best instruction is a “weak,” or non-
directive, situation. Thus, a stable individual dif-
ference variable, such as goal orientation, is more
likely to affect a person’s behavior in this situation
than in a “strong” setting (e.g., Adler & Weiss,
1988). To the extent that goal setting is a strong

variable, goal orientation may have no effect on a
person’s performance when a specific high goal is
set. This speaks to a moderating effect.

Goal setting is a core variable in Bandura’s (1986)
social cognitive theory. Bandura found repeatedly
that self-efficacy played a major role in keeping
individuals committed to a course of action, espe-
cially when obstacles or setbacks to goal attainment
were encountered. Thus, individuals with high
self-efficacy should be more likely to engage in
goal-directed behavior, such as seeking task-rele-
vant information, than individuals with low self-
efficacy. The search for task-relevant information,
in turn, should have a positive effect on self-effi-
cacy through an increase in task performance. Thus:

Hypothesis 3. Self-efficacy and information
search mediate the effect of setting a specific,
challenging learning goal on performance of a
complex task.

These potential mediating effects were examined
using a repeated-measures design. To our knowl-
edge, no goal setting studies have examined the
relationships among learning goals, performance,
information search, and self-efficacy, and how
these relationships develop over time.

METHODS
Sample and Design

Business school students (N = 170) in their se-
nior year were randomly assigned to one of three
“goal conditions”: performance (n = 61), learning
(n = 50), and do your best (n = 59). Their mean age
was 20.7 years (s.d. = 0.9). All of them had taken a
course in strategic management. The experiment
was conducted in a computer laboratory, with 6 to
12 individuals in each session. Course credit was
given for participation in the experiment.

Experimental Task

To test the hypotheses, we used the Cellular In-
dustry Business Game (CIBG; Audia, Locke, &
Smith, 2000), an interactive, computer-based sim-
ulation that is based on events that occurred in the
U.S. cellular telephone industry. The simulation
uses a complex set of formulas to link strategic
actions to performance outcomes; these formulas
vary over time to reflect the ongoing changes in the
industry.

Participants played the role of Mr. Douglas, the
founder, CEO, and sole decision maker of a cellular
telephone company, for 13 decision periods, each
corresponding to a year of activity. They were told
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that there would be 15 rounds of decision making.
We ended the experiment after the 13th round to
prevent “endgame effects.” All 13 decision periods
were completed in one session.

The objective pursued within the simulation was
increased market share. Each participant started
with a 7 percent market share. During each round,
participants could make decisions concerning ten
areas of activity, which we referred to as strategic
options. These ten options were pricing, advertis-
ing, research and development, sales force, cost
containment, radio wave capacity, additional prod-
ucts, finance, geographic scope, and alliances with
other companies. Each area of activity allowed nu-
merous choices. For example, in the finance area,
participants could raise funds by issuing bonds,
issuing public shares, or borrowing from a bank;
pay down debt on any one of the three fund-raising
methods; or issue dividend payments.

Following each decision period, all participants
obtained feedback regarding market share, number
of cell phone subscribers, and operating profit. An
optional screen provided longitudinal results on 12
other business-related indicators (including adver-
tising expenses, total debt, and radio wave capac-
ity). Performance was the direct result of the stra-
tegic decisions that each individual made.

At the end of each decision period, participants
could request industry-specific information (on
new technologies, for instance) as well as informa-
tion on customers (such as hours spent using par-
ticular services) to help them make informed deci-
sions. Each of these information sources cost
$25,000 per decision period. The information avail-
able was the same for each participant and, over
time, reflected the different stages of the industry.
Seeking the task-specific information helped par-
ticipants to make strategic decisions that would
enable them to improve their performance.

The evolution of the cellular telephone industry
was predetermined in the simulation. During the
first eight decision periods (simulating the indus-
try’s first eight years), competition was regionally
restricted. The five effective strategic options to
increase market share in this phase were buying
licenses to operate in all available markets; acquir-
ing additional radio wave capacity, allowing the
company to carry additional calls and avoid net-
work jams; raising capital to finance new invest-
ments; increasing the salesforce and advertising ex-
penditures; and concentrating on business rather
than private users. Participants had the choice of
using each of these strategic options in any given
decision period. The more these different strategies
were utilized, the greater the increase in market share.

Following the eighth decision period (the indus-

try’s eighth year), however, the industry experi-
enced a radical environmental change in the form
of deregulation. Participants received several mes-
sages warning that deregulation was likely. The
five strategic options that were successful before
deregulation ceased to be as effective. For example,
pursuing an aggressive advertising strategy after
year 9 led to a decline in operating profits. The two
strategic options that were most effective after de-
regulation were the creation of strategic alliances to
ensure wide geographic coverage, and cost contain-
ment. The more these two strategic options were
used, the higher the resulting market share.

This task was used for three reasons. First, we
needed a complex task to test the hypotheses, and
according to Wood’s (1986) criteria, the simulation
had high component, dynamic, and coordinative
complexity. Performance on the task was not in-
creased solely through effort and persistence. Effec-
tive performance required information seeking to
discover appropriate strategies. Second, because it
was highly complex, the task was expected to max-
imize differences in the behavioral patterns of par-
ticipants with learning goal orientations and those
with performance goal orientations. Third, as
stated earlier, the simulation drew on the actual
events that occurred in the cellular industry; this
was desirable because the use of a realistic, relevant
task enhances generalizability.

Procedures

A preparatory case that described the company
and cellular phone industry was distributed to par-
ticipants two weeks prior to the experiment. In the
computer laboratory, participants were given in-
structions on how and when to complete the ques-
tionnaire booklet. Once the participants were fa-
miliar with the task, they were asked to open the
booklet containing the goal manipulation.

The assigned goals were based on a pilot study.
The performance goals focused on participants’
achieving increased market share. The learning
goal focused on implementing strategies that would
help participants to achieve increased market
share. Defining a learning goal in terms of discov-
ering and implementing effective task strategies is
consistent with Locke and Latham’s (2002) goal
setting theory as well as with prior studies on learn-
ing goals (e.g., Seijts & Latham, 2001).

Do-your-best goal. The instruction to partici-
pants read as follows: “The most important indica-
tor of performance in the simulation is total market
share. Thus, your goal as the new CEO is to do your
best to achieve as much total market share as pos-
sible by the end of the simulation.”
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Performance goal. The instruction was: “The
most important indicator of performance in the
simulation is total market share. Past users of
the simulation have shown that a goal of achieving
21 percent market share by the end of the simula-
tion is difficult, yet attainable. Research has shown
that setting a difficult, yet attainable goal maxi-
mizes performance. Thus, your goal as the new
CEO is to achieve 21 percent or more total market
share by the end of the simulation.”

Learning goal. The instruction was: “The most
important indicator of performance in the simula-
tion is total market share. Thinking about strategies
to help you achieve market share results in higher
performance. Past users of the simulation have
shown that a goal of identifying and implementing
6 different strategies by the end of the simulation is
difficult, yet attainable. Research has shown that
setting a difficult, yet attainable goal maximizes
performance. Thus, your goal as the new CEO is to
identify and implement 6 or more strategies to
achieve market share by the end of the simulation.”

Measures

Goal orientation. Goal orientation was assessed
using 12 items adapted from VandeWalle et al.
(2001). Three items measured a learning goal ori-
entation (example: “I prefer challenging and diffi-
cult tasks so that I'll learn a great deal”). Four items
assessed the “prove” dimension of the performance
goal orientation (example: “To be honest, I really
like to prove my ability to others”), and 5 items
measured the “avoid” dimension of the perfor-
mance goal orientation (example: “I am more con-
cerned about avoiding a low grade than I am about
learning”). Scale scores could range from 1, “com-
pletely disagree,” to 5, “completely agree.” The
goal orientation questionnaire was administered
two weeks prior to the experiment.

Performance. Market share was calculated at
three points in time. Year 2 market share, the time
1 measure, captured performance in the initial
phase of the simulation. Year 8 market share, the
time 2 measure, captured pre-deregulation perfor-
mance. Year 13 market share, the time 3 measure,
captured post-deregulation performance.

Self-efficacy. We took measures of self-efficacy
after years 2, 7, and 12, using participants’ assess-
ments of the level of market share they would be
able to achieve by the end of the simulation. Both
self-efficacy magnitude and strength were mea-
sured, consistent with the recommendations of
Locke and Latham (1990). Self-efficacy magnitude
was the total number of “yes” answers to 13 ques-
tions about market shares ranging from 1 to 37

percent (example: “I am able to achieve 15 percent
market share”; 1, “no,” to 2, “yes”). Self-efficacy
strength was assessed via participants’ ratings of
how confident they were about their answers about
each level of market share achievement (0, “no
confidence at all,” to 100, “complete confidence.”
These ratings were summed. We then converted the
magnitude and strength measures to Z-scores and
summed them to derive total self-efficacy scores for
each of the three time periods.

Information search. The computer tracked the
number of information requests each participant
made during each decision period. At the end of a
period, a participant could select a maximum of
two pieces of objective information. Thus, for the
entire simulation, a participant could make 24 (12
decision rounds X 2 information sources) informa-
tion requests. All participants received industry-
specific information and customer information at
the end of year 1, free of charge. This allowed
individuals to become familiar with the experimen-
tal task and with industry and customer informa-
tion. As of the end of year 2, however, participants
could only selectively request information. Two
information search variables were thus taken: aver-
age information search during years 2 through 8
(time 2) and years 9 through 13 (time 3).

Task complexity. The extent to which the par-
ticipants perceived the task as complex was mea-
sured using two 5-point Likert-type items (rated 1,
“strongly disagree,” to 5, “strongly agree”) after par-
ticipants had completed the task. These items (ex-
ample: “The simulation required me to coordinate
many different things at the same time”) were
adapted from Winters and Latham (1996).

Goal specificity. Three 5-point Likert-type items
(1, “not at all,” to 5, “very much so”) assessed the
perceived specificity of the goal. These items (ex-
ample: “The goal assigned at the beginning of year
1 was specific”) were also adapted from Winters
and Latham (1996).

Goal commitment. Goal commitment was mea-
sured at the end of years 2, 7, and 12 on five 5-point
Likert-type items (1, “strongly disagree,” to 5,
“strongly agree”; example: “I am strongly commit-
ted to pursuing this goal”) taken from Klein, Wes-
son, Hollenbeck, Wright, and DeShon (2001).

RESULTS
Manipulation Checks

We conducted various analyses to confirm that
the scales had adequate internal consistency reli-
ability. We also tested whether the results of the
manipulation were in the intended direction. The
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Cronbach’s alpha of the task complexity scale was
.69. A univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA)
indicated no significant differences across the three
goal setting conditions (F[2, 169] = 2.17, p > .05).
The grand mean scale score (x = 4.12, s.d. = 0.64)
indicated that participants perceived the task as
highly complex.

For the goal specificity scale, the Cronbach’s al-
pha was .86. An ANOVA indicated significant dif-
ferences across the three goal setting conditions
(Fl2, 169] = 3.83, p < .05). A post hoc analysis
using the Bonferroni test showed that the perceived
specificity of the performance goal (x = 3.75, s.d. =
0.85) was significantly higher than the perceived
specificity of the abstract do your best goal (x =
3.36, s.d. = 0.85; t[118] = 2.56, p < .05). There was
no significant difference between the perceived
specificity of the performance goal and that of the
learning goal (x = 3.37, s.d. = .97), nor between the
perceived specificity of the learning goal and that
of the abstract goal.

For goal commitment, the Cronbach’s alphas
were .74, .84, and .82 for times 1, 2, and 3, respec-
tively. Table 1 shows the means for goal commit-
ment across conditions and time. The correlations
between goal commitment and performance during
times 1, 2, and 3 were .26 (p < .01), .42 (p < .01),
and .47 (p < .01). A repeated-measures ANOVA
conducted to determine whether there were signif-
icant differences in commitment across goal condi-
tion and time yielded a “between-effect” for goal
condition (F[1, 106] = 5.63, p < .05, n = .05). Goal

commitment was stronger in the learning goal con-
dition than it was in the performance goal condi-
tion (¢[106] = 2.73, p < .05).

Hypothesis Tests

Performance. Our prediction concerning perfor-
mance was that a specific, challenging learning
goal would lead to better performance on a com-
plex task than would either an abstract goal or a
specific, challenging performance goal. Table 1
shows the means for performance across conditions
and time. The findings make it evident that the goal
of a 21 percent market share was indeed challeng-
ing, as only 9 percent (n = 15) of the participants
achieved it: 8 of the 50 in the learning goal condi-
tion, 6 of the 59 in the do your best goal condition,
and 1 of the 61 in the performance goal condition.
The chi-square was significant (¥*[2] = 7.11,
p < .05).

A repeated-measures ANOVA with goal condi-
tion as a between-groups variable and time as a
within-group variable indicated a “between-effect”
for goal condition (F[2, 166] = 5.86, p < .01, n =
.07) as well as a significant interaction between
goal condition and time (F[4, 332] = 3.64, p < .01,
1 = .04). Participants who had a specific, challeng-
ing learning goal had higher performance than par-
ticipants who were either urged to do their best
(t{107] = 2.46, p < .05, n = .05) or were assigned a
specific, challenging performance goal (#{108] =
3.02, p < .01, n = .08). Support was thus obtained

TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations for Variables of Interest
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Total
Variable Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d.
Performance
Do-your-best goal 6.68 2.07 5.99 4.74 7.50 7.46 6.72 4.19
Performance goal 6.72 2.00 5.60 4.49 6.44 6.37 6.25 3.79
Learning goal 7.71 3.20 8.97 7.68 11.12 9.51 9.27 6.51
Commitment
Performance goal 3.77 0.60 3.58 0.71 3.28 0.78 3.54 0.59
Learning goal 3.92 0.58 3.82 0.72 3.71 0.76 3.81 0.61
Self-efficacy
Do-your-best goal —-0.31 1.97 —0.42 1.90 —-0.02 2.10 -0.25 1.77
Performance goal -0.18 1.72 -0.17 1.62 —0.51 1.59 —-0.29 1.39
Learning goal 0.46 1.94 0.66 2.14 0.68 2.03 0.60 1.79
Information search
Do-your-best goal 2.86 3.79 2.10 3.18 2.48 3.40
Performance goal 3.03 3.26 2.62 3.18 2.83 3.08

Learning goal 4.08

3.52 3.92 3.53 4.00 3.32
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for Hypotheses 1a and 1b. No significant difference
was found between participants with a do your best
goal and those assigned a specific, challenging per-
formance goal (t{117] = 0.64, p > .05).

The goal condition—time interaction indicated
that performance increased over time for partici-
pants who had a learning goal; this was not true for
participants who had either a do-your-best or a
specific, challenging performance goal. Partici-
pants who had the specific, challenging learning
goal appear to have taken the time necessary to
acquire the knowledge to perform the task effec-
tively. These individuals (x = 102.26, s.d. = 17.21)
spent more time in the simulation than those in the
do your best (x = 95.02, s.d. = 16.47; t{107] = 2.24,
p < .05) and performance goal (x = 90.66, s.d. =
17.53; ¢{109] = 3.50, p < .01) conditions. On aver-
age, participants in the learning goal condition
spent 8 minutes in each decision period, while
those in the performance goal condition spent 7
minutes. The knowledge that could be acquired
during the extra minute was fairly extensive. For
example, participants could receive such informa-
tion as, “The annual Cellular Data Inc. survey re-
ports that in the past year over 5% of cellular sub-
scribers switched providers. Leading the list of
reasons for changing carriers was the high number of
accidentally disconnected calls during peak hours.”

Goal orientation. Hypotheses 2a and 2b obtained
support. The correlation between a learning goal
orientation (¢ = .68) and performance in the do
your best condition was positive (r = .28, p < .05).
Both the “prove” dimension (@ = .80) and the
“avoid” dimension of a person’s performance goal
orientation (¢ = .67) correlated negatively with per-
formance in the do-your-best condition (r = —.36,
p <.01,and r = —.37, p < .01, for “prove” and
“avoid” respectively). With one exception, goal set-
ting attenuated the correlation between a person’s
goal orientation and his or her subsequent perfor-
mance, regardless of whether the goal that was set
was a performance goal or a learning goal. The
exception was that the correlation between a learn-
ing goal orientation and performance was signifi-
cant (r = .35, p < .05) when a specific, high learn-
ing goal was set. The correlations in the remaining
experimental conditions were not significant, rang-
ing from —.25 to .22.

To determine whether setting a specific, chal-
lenging goal affects a person’s goal orientation, we
had 69 individuals complete the goal orientation
questionnaire a second time, namely, upon com-
pletion of the simulation. The test-retest reliability
estimates were .76, .75, and .83 in the do-your-best,
performance, and learning goal conditions, respec-
tively. Paired-sample two-tailed t-tests showed no

significant difference regarding learning goal orien-
tation (¢(68] = 0.42, p > .05) or the “prove” dimen-
sion of a performance goal orientation (¢[68] = 0.65,
p > .05). The “avoid” dimension of the perfor-
mance goal orientation at time 2 (x = 3.10, s.d. =
0.63), however, was significantly higher than at
time 1 (x = 2.99, s.d. = 0.67; t[69] = 2.43, p < .05).
The difference is so small that the practical signif-
icance of this finding is arguable.

Causal model. The correlations between self-
efficacy magnitude and self-efficacy strength were
.74 (p < .01), .81 (p < .01), and .89 (p < .01) for
times 1, 2, and 3, respectively. As noted earlier, we
converted these two measures to Z-scores and
added them to obtain a composite measure. Simi-
larly, the correlations between the two measures of
information search were .78 (p < .01) and .82 (p <
.01) at times 2 and 3, respectively. We combined
these two measures to create an overall information
search measure. Because all participants received
the same information at time 1, this was a constant.
Table 1 shows the means for self-efficacy and in-
formation search across conditions and times.

Following recommendations of Baron and Kenny
(1986), we conducted regression analyses to test
whether self-efficacy and information search medi-
ated the effect of learning goals on performance, as
predicted in Hypothesis 3. To establish mediation,
three conditions must hold. First, the independent
variable must affect the mediator. Second, the in-
dependent variable must be shown to affect the
dependent variable. And third, the independent
variable and the mediator must affect the depen-
dent variable. A variable mediates the relationship
between the independent variable and the depen-
dent variable if the above conditions hold in the
predicted direction, and the effect of the indepen-
dent variable on the dependent variable is less in
the third regression equation than in the second
regression equation. Because there were no signif-
icant differences in time 1, 2, and 3 performance
between the do-your-best and the specific, chal-
lenging performance goal conditions, goal setting
was dummy-coded as 0 for the do-your-best and the
performance goal and 1 for the learning goal. The
results of the regression analyses supported the
hypothesis that self-efficacy and information
search mediate the effect of learning goals on per-
formance. For example, the assignment of a learn-
ing goal affected both self-efficacy and performance
at time 1. The effect of the learning goal on perfor-
mance at time 1 was not significant when self-
efficacy at time 1 was included in the regression
equation. These results thus indicate that self-effi-
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cacy fully mediated the relationship between the
assigned learning goal and performance at time 1."

Figure 1 shows the results of a path analysis that
was conducted to test whether the proposed net-
work of relationships held true as predicted. This
model is consistent with the temporal order of the
measures taken. Setting a specific, challenging
learning goal enhanced self-efficacy. Self-efficacy
in turn had a positive effect on performance during
all three time periods. The relationship between
self-efficacy and performance was reciprocal, as
performance affected subsequent self-efficacy mea-
sured at times 2 and 3. The results shown in Figure
1 also indicate that the effect of self-efficacy on
subsequent performance was mediated by the
search for task-relevant information. For example,
at time 2, self-efficacy had a direct effect on perfor-
mance as well as an indirect effect through infor-
mation search, the mediator. However, at time 3,
the relationship between self-efficacy and informa-
tion search was not significant. The coefficients for
the path between information search and perfor-
mance were positive and significant at times 2 and
3. Finally, the relationship between self-efficacy
and information search was reciprocal, as informa-
tion search positively affected self-efficacy through
an increase in performance. Performance, there-
fore, was a mediator of the relationship between
information search and self-efficacy. In conclusion,
the results of both the mediation analyses and the
path analysis provided support for the hypothesis
that self-efficacy and information search mediate
the increase in performance associated with setting
a learning goal.

DISCUSSION
Theoretical Significance

That individuals in the performance goal condi-
tion did not outperform those in the do-your-best
condition would have been astonishing were this a
standard goal setting experiment. This finding
would be contrary to over a quarter of a century of
evidence in the motivation literature that has
shown that people who work toward specific, dif-
ficult goals outperform those instructed to do their
best (Locke & Latham, 2002).

What differentiates this experiment from the ma-
jority of the goal setting studies that preceded it is
the use of a highly complex task. A task for which
minimal prior learning or performance routines ex-

' The full set of regression equations involving the
seven models or blocks (see Figure 1) can be obtained
from the first author upon request.

ist, where strategies that were effective suddenly
cease to be so, relocated the focus of the experiment
from primarily motivation to ability. It is consistent
with the findings of Kanfer and Ackerman (1989),
Winters and Latham (1996), and Seijts and Latham
(2001) that we found that, in a situation primarily
requiring the acquisition of ability rather than an
increase in motivation, setting a specific high per-
formance goal was not prudent. Setting a specific
and difficult learning goal was, instead, associated
with higher performance. Thus, taken together,
these studies suggest that goal setting is a theory of
ability as well as a theory of motivation.

The primary distinction between a performance
goal and a learning goal is the framing of instruc-
tions. The instructions respectively associated with
the two types of goal invoke two different do-
mains—motivation and ability. With a performance
goal, as the name implies, an experimenter frames
the goal so that participants focus on performance.
A search for information to attain the goal is neither
mentioned nor implied because ability is treated as
a constant when good performance on a task re-
quires primarily effort or persistence. Thus, in the
present experiment, the participants who were as-
signed a performance goal were instructed to attain
21 percent or more of market share. Similarly, with
a learning goal, as the name implies, instructions
are framed so that participants focus on knowledge
or skill acquisition. In the present experiment, we
framed the learning goal, not in terms of a percent-
age of market share to be attained, but rather, in
terms of the search for and implementation of ef-
fective strategies for increasing market share. Ac-
cording to Kanfer and Ackerman’s (1989) resource
allocation model, a learning goal, as a situational
variable, draws attention away from the end result.
The focus instead is on process. This focus on
process rather than outcome can also be seen in
studies on goal orientation, which typically employ
complex tasks.

That our participants perceived the setting of a
specific, challenging learning goal as no more spe-
cific than the instruction to do your best may sim-
ply reflect the lack of sensitivity of a self-report
measure. Alternatively, it may reflect the percep-
tion of the participants that the word “specificity”
should be reserved for describing outcomes and
end states rather than processes or strategies. Re-
gardless, the results of the present experiment sug-
gest that it is more important that a learning goal in
fact be specific than it is for participants to report it
as specific. This is because goal commitment was
higher when learning rather than performance
goals were set, a finding consistent with the find-
ings of Seijts and Latham (2001). Moreover, the



10° > d .y

S0 >d
FYYAH
»x9€" #xlSG° *xC9’
v v
¢ awin) € saun € auwm Z s C aumn 7 oW} 1 awmn 1 awn
‘goueuIopagy ‘Yoress <+ “Koeorgjo-jios € ‘eoueumopeg ™  ‘yoress 4+ foeogpegos € ‘eouruuopey € Koeoyje-jog € (80D
UOT)RULIOJU] UOT)BULIOJU]
q x0T’ 4% _ H *xLE’ *x9C’ _ 4 *»xEV %»x61° *x 1€’ 9T
#x Ll (40} ot 4%

€—1 sauIl], J0J SISA[euy yied

T ANO14



2004 Seijts, Latham, Tasa, and Latham 237

amount of time people spent on the task was greater
when a learning rather than a performance or an
abstract goal was set. That commitment to the per-
formance goal was lower than was commitment to
a learning goal is likely due to the fact that partic-
ipants were not attaining their performance goals.
In contrast, individuals with a learning goal made
progress in mastering the task, as is evident from
the increases in their performance over time. More-
over, the percentage of participants who attained a
21 percent or more market share was highest among
the participants who were in this experimental
condition. The repeated-measures model also indi-
cated that the learning goal was effective because it
increased self-efficacy. High self-efficacy, in turn,
correlated positively with information search. The
search for information to discover the effectiveness
of task strategies is a goal-directed behavior. The
relationship between information seeking and per-
formance was positive and significant. Thus, it is
consistent with Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive
theory that those individuals with high self-effi-
cacy were engaged in task activities to a greater
extent than those with low self-efficacy.

The theoretical significance of this experiment
with regard to goal orientation is that it provides
additional evidence that a person’s goal orientation
is a stable individual difference variable that affects
performance. The test-retest reliability estimates of
the three dimensions of goal orientation were sat-
isfactory. The correlations between scores on the
measures of this dispositional variable with subse-
quent performance two weeks later were significant.
Specifically, a learning goal orientation correlated
positively with performance when individuals were
instructed to do their best, while a performance goal
orientation, both “prove” and “avoid,” correlated
negatively with performance.

Limitations and Future Research

An experimental design such as the one used in
the present study is appropriate for testing whether
proposed causal effects can be demonstrated, and
when an experiment isolates the essential elements
of real-life settings. However, a drawback of a sim-
ulation using business school students as partici-
pants is that there is no tangible outcome associ-
ated with high or low performance, such as getting
fired or losing money.

The simulation used here, however, was based
on actual events that occurred in the U.S. cellular
telephone industry. Using realistic, relevant tasks
enhanced the extent to which results can generalize
to field settings (Locke, 1986). As was the case with
the actual decision makers in the cellular telephone

industry, the participants in the present experi-
ment had not assimilated effective performance
routines; both needed to learn, over time, how to
manage their organizations. As a result, the sample-
specific differences that can affect performance
may be small in this case. Nevertheless, the present
experiment should be replicated in field settings.

Effective task strategies were predetermined and
identical for all participants (Audia et al., 2000).
However, a drawback of this experiment was the
absence of an objective measure of assessing
whether participants discovered the formulas that
linked strategic actions to performance outcomes.
Future studies should measure the actual number
of strategies implemented so as to “unpackage” the
effects reported here.

Another, albeit arguable, limitation of this exper-
iment is that the task required learning in a situa-
tion in which minimal prior learning of necessary
performance repertoires existed. This distinction is
important because there are likely numerous learn-
ing tasks for which learning goals may not apply in
the same way as they did in this experiment. As
Locke et al. (1981) noted, it is not only choice,
effort, and persistence that mediate high perfor-
mance goals: cognition—namely, a search for strat-
egies already within a person’s knowledge base—is
also a mediator. A specific, high learning goal, in
contrast with a performance goal, is likely appro-
priate only when such knowledge has yet to be
acquired. In these latter instances, the specific
learning goal predisposes people to take the addi-
tional time necessary to seek out and process the
information necessary for high performance
(Locke, 2000). It should all but guarantee higher
performance than a focus on attaining a high
performance goal. Thus, the primary benefit of
learning goals as a situational variable may be in
fast-changing organizational environments and
industries that are prone to abrupt changes and in
which effective strategies can quickly become ob-
solete; “dotcoms,” investment banking, and health
maintenance organizations are examples of such
settings.

As in previous studies (Seijts & Latham, 2001;
Winters & Latham, 1996), a specific, high learning
goal led to higher performance on a complex task
than a specific, high performance goal. However,
an unanticipated finding was that in the learning
goal condition, a positive relationship existed be-
tween a person’s learning goal orientation and sub-
sequent performance. This finding suggests that the
effect of learning goals on performance is further
enhanced when individuals have a learning goal
orientation. An explanation for this finding is that
people who are interested in mastering new situa-
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tions who are assigned a goal of discovering strat-
egies to better perform a task are more committed to
the learning goal than individuals who have a per-
formance goal orientation. This explanation war-
rants further investigation.

Practical Implications

Our experiment has practical significance for
goal setting research. The data show that a specific,
challenging learning goal, like a performance goal,
is a “strong” variable. A person’s goal orientation
affects subsequent performance in a “weak” set-
ting—that is, when the goal is vague rather than
specific and challenging. Specific, high goals com-
municate cogently to individuals the level of per-
formance or learning that is expected in a given
situation.

The greater influence of goal setting than goal
orientation as a determinant of performance tem-
pers the practical significance of developing selec-
tion tests for assessing goal orientation. The useful-
ness of such tests would appear to be limited to jobs
that people do alone, or almost alone, and that offer
little or no training. Through training, people can
be taught to set specific, high goals (Latham &
Kinne, 1974); they can be taught, moreover, when
to set specific, high learning goals versus specific,
high performance goals. Because a goal is a situa-
tional variable that masks the effect of goal orien-
tation as a dispositional variable, an emphasis on
training programs rather than selection tests is
likely to prove beneficial to organizations.

Many organizations hire people for their aptitude
rather than their extant skills (for instance, they
might hire college graduates with Bachelor of Arts
degrees). It is likely that those who are assigned
specific, high learning goals while they are in the
declarative stage of learning will have better job
performance than those who are immediately given
performance targets to attain. Learning goals are
also likely to help leaders of globally diverse or-
ganizations find ways to effectively manage myriad
social identity groups so as to minimize rigidity,
insensitivity, and intolerance within a multicul-
tural workforce. Learning goals are likely to be ef-
fective when leaders confront a situation that re-
quires making sense of a problem, connecting with
others to bring multiple experiences to bear on the
problem, and navigating the way to correct solu-
tions. Another example of a complex situation in
which learning goals are likely to be beneficial is
the aftermath of a merger or acquisition, when there
is a need for a change in culture. Setting a revenue
generation performance goal is likely to prove lu-
dicrous if it is done before merged employees dis-

cover how things need to change to make the
merger effective (Latham & McCauley, forthcom-
ing). The captain of the Titanic set a high perfor-
mance goal of crossing the Atlantic Ocean in record
time. The voyage might have been successful had
he and his crew instead set a learning goal, focusing
on discovering and implementing ways to take the
flow of icebergs into account. If navigating through
icebergs serves as a metaphor for organizational
crisis, the value of learning goals in organizations
emerges clearly.
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