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Abstract. Goal setting is an “open” theory built on inductive findings from empirical research. The present paper briefly summarizes
this theory. Emphasis is then given to findings that have been obtained in the present millennium with regard to (1) the high performance
cycle, (2) the role of goals as mediators of personality effects on performance, (3) personality variables as moderators of goal effects on
performance, the effect of (4) distal, (5) proximal, and (6) learning goals on performance on tasks that are complex for people, (7) the
ways in which priming affects the impact of a goal, (8) the interrelationship between goal setting and affect, and (9) the results of goal
setting by teams. Potential directions for research on goal setting in the workplace are suggested with regard to goal abandonment,
perfectionism, an employee’s age, subconscious goals, and the relationship between goals and knowledge.
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From the end of the 19th century through the first 60 years
of the 20th century, goal setting was used sporadically as
an intervention in “one-shot” atheoretical studies. For example, Bryan and Hartner (1897) found that the performance of telegraph operators improved when they were
working toward a specific task goal. Taylor (1911) advocated giving each employee a task, a specific, difficult
amount of work to complete, to a certain quality, on the
basis of time and motion study. Wyatt, Frost, and Stock
(1934) found that boredom was reduced by giving factory
workers “definite aims” to complete a certain number of
units in a given period of time. Mace (1935) conducted a
series of laboratory experiments where he showed that the
standard that was set affected a person’s performance, but
only when the person’s ability had developed to the point
where there was a reasonable expectation by the individual that the standard could be reached. Otherwise, urging
people to do their best led to the highest performance. Ryan (1947, 1970) argued the importance of intentions to
anticipate future obligations or to avoid them. Meyer, Kay,
and French (1965) showed the importance of including
goal setting as an essential aspect of a performance appraisal.
These studies were ad hoc in that they were conducted
without building on the findings of those that preceded
them. There was no theoretical framework to guide these
studies, nor was one built from these studies. There was
no attempt to discover where or why goal setting affects
performance and satisfaction.
The quality and quantity of studies on goal setting inEuropean Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300
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creased dramatically in the latter half of the 20th century
with the emergence of Locke and Latham’s (1990a, 2002)
goal-setting theory. By the dawn of the 21st century, the
theory had generated more than 1,000 studies (Mitchell
& Daniels, 2003). Hence, the motivational benefits are
now well known to practitioners as well as scientists
(Borgogni & Petitta, 2004; Latham, 2004). Yet the theory’s content continues to be developed inductively to the
present day.
The genesis of the theory, over 40 years ago, eschewed
formal deductive propositions to be tested one by one.
Rather, the empirical research on this theory began with
one specific question: Does goal setting affect one’s performance on a task (e.g., Locke, 1968). With the discovery that the answer is yes, research was conducted to answer further questions but this was not done in any particular order. The question of external validity was
examined by determining whether goal setting affects
performance positively on different tasks in sundry situations (e.g., Latham & Locke, 1975). In this time period,
lateral integration was successfully explored by looking
at the relationship between specific challenging goals
and related concepts at the same level of abstraction,
namely, feedback, participation in setting a goal, incentives, satisfaction, and a person’s self-efficacy (e.g.,
Latham & Yukl, 1975; Latham, Mitchell, & Dossett,
1978; Locke, Cartledge, & Koeppel, 1968). Similarly,
there were attempts at vertical integration. Goal setting
was investigated with regard to individual differences regarding values and personality (e.g., Yukl & Latham,
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1978). The theory was also elaborated upon in terms of
identification of the mediators that explain why goal setting increases performance (e.g., Locke & Bryan, 1969;
Terborg, 1976). Finally, the boundary conditions of goal
setting were explored (e.g., Wood, Mento, & Locke,
1987). The results of these studies have been summarized
elsewhere (Locke & Latham, 1990a; Locke & Latham,
2002; Latham, 2007). Suffice it to state here that goal
setting affects performance in laboratory, simulated, and
organizational settings regardless of whether the individual, group, or (small) organization (or an organizational
unit) is the level of analysis (e.g., Locke & Latham, 2002;
Weldon, Jehn, & Pradhem, 1991). Holding goal difficulty
constant, a goal increases performance regardless of
whether it is assigned, self-set, or set participatively
(Latham, Erez, & Locke, 1988; Latham & Frayne, 1989;
Latham, Steele, & Saari, 1982). Moreover, goals affect
performance in time spans ranging from one minute to
25 years (Locke, 1982; Latham & Baldes, 1975; Howard
& Bray, 1988). These findings have been obtained in
Asia, Australia, Europe, and North America (Locke &
Latham, 2002).
The purpose of the present paper is three-fold. First,
the theory of goal setting, based on the above data, is
explained. Second, new findings in the present millennium are reviewed with regard to the high performance cycle, personality, learning goals, framing of goals, affect,
and group goals. These findings are not presented in any
particular order because there is no logical basis for doing
so. Third, future directions for goal-setting research in
the workplace are suggested regarding goal abandonment, perfectionism, an employee’s age, subconscious
goals, and the relationship between goals and knowledge.

Goal Setting Theory
The theory of goal setting states that there is a positive
linear relationship between a specific high goal and task
performance. Thus, the theory makes explicit that a specific high goal leads to even higher performance than urging people to do their best. A goal also affects satisfaction
in that it serves as the standard for evaluating one’s own
performance. A higher goal requires higher performance
for a person to experience positive affect than does commitment to a lower goal. Two factors affect the goals that
a person chooses: the importance of the goal to the individual and self-efficacy, namely, self-confidence that the
goal for a specific task is, indeed, attainable. The mediators of goal setting are choice, effort, persistence, and
strategy. Goals are moderated by ability, goal commitment, feedback in relation to goal pursuit, the complexity
of the task for an individual or group, and situational factors (e.g., presence of needed resources). Goal concepts
have been integrated into a longitudinal high performance
cycle (HPC; Locke & Latham, 1990a,b).
© 2007 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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New Developments
The High Performance Cycle
The HPC shown in Figure 1 provides a framework for understanding motivation in the workplace based on goal theory and, in addition, provides a basis for making interventions (Latham, 2007). In brief, the HPC states that an employee’s motivation is affected by specific challenges and
demands such as high goals. Goal moderators were noted
above. For example, people with low self-efficacy are unlikely to choose or commit to a high goal whereas the opposite is true for those individuals with high self-efficacy.
Indeed, people with high self-efficacy not only commit to
high goals, they typically set even higher ones upon goal
attainment.
The mean effect size for goals is larger for simple than
complex tasks, but this difference disappears when people
with complex tasks possess the requisite knowledge and
skills to perform them (e.g., Latham et al., 1978). Goal effects work through the mechanisms (mediators) noted
above.
The HPC resolves the century-old debate regarding the
relationship between job satisfaction and performance. For
example, the HPC does not posit that job satisfaction leads
directly to job performance. Rather, job satisfaction affects
an employee’s commitment to the employing organization,
which in turn leads to employee commitment to future
challenges. Hence, the recursive nature of the HPC shown
in Figure 1.
An enumerative review of the literature provided strong
support for the individual facets of the HPC (Latham,
Locke & Fassina, 2002). Only one study has attempted to
test the HPC empirically. Because that study was missed in
the enumerative review, it is reported here. Using LISREL,
Selden and Brewer (2000) analyzed the US Office of Personnel Management’s (OPM) survey of federal government employees where the sample size consisted of 2,474
civil servants. Since the OPM survey was not constructed
specifically for testing the HPC, Selden and Brewer focused on items, based as best they could, on the concepts’
descriptions provided by Locke and Latham (1990a,
1990b). Thus, in many cases they had to use approximate
measures to represent goal concepts. For example, an individual’s performance consisted of that person’s most recent
performance appraisal. Contingent rewards were assessed
through two questions that probed an employee’s perception of the administration of performance-based pay.
Consistent with the HPC, high demands (e.g., “my job
is challenging,” “people in my workgroup are expected to
work hard”) were shown to have a significant positive effect on an employee’s performance. Higher levels of commitment led to higher performance. Supervisory support,
which is a means of gaining commitment, showed the
strongest relationship to performance. This was a key finding of Ronan, Latham, and Kinne’s (1973) study of loggers.
European Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300
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Figure 1. The high performance cycle.

In addition, the authors found that employees who believed
that they could accomplish something worthwhile (which
implies goal importance) consistently outperformed their
colleagues who thought otherwise. Self-efficacy was also
positively linked to performance. Employees with tasks
that were complex, defined in their study as tasks with conflicting work assignments, where the appropriate course of
action was unknown and, hence, needed to be identified,
had lower performance ratings than their counterparts who
had less complex tasks.
With regard to contingent rewards, people who performed well perceived that they received larger monetary
rewards than their peers who did not perform well. Moreover, there was a positive relationship between perceptions
of contingent rewards and job satisfaction. Employees with
higher levels of job satisfaction were also the people who
were more committed to their organization.
With regard to practical significance, the authors concluded that the HPC and the empirical findings derived
from it “have important implications for policy makers and
public managers” (Selden & Brewer, 2000, p. 545). However, because the data were cross-sectional rather than longitudinal, and the data consisted solely of self-reports, the
results must be viewed with caution. To study a causal motivational cycle requires a longitudinal design, preferably
one that allows for the collection of data from multiple
sources. Finally, as noted, Selden and Brewer did not have
available ideal measures of the concepts they used (King
& King, 1990).
European Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300

Indirect support for the recursive aspect of the HPC can
be found in the study by Ilies and Judge (2005). Positive
affect, which was likely associated with self-efficacy, mediated a significant proportion of the relationship between
feedback and future goals that were set. After meeting or
exceeding their goals, people did not decrease their effort
so as to minimize the positive discrepancy between their
performance and their goals. Rather they set higher goals
to attain even higher performance. Although this is generally the case, individual differences with regard to personality need to be taken into account.

Personality
Missing from the HPC is an emphasis on personality. This
is because, until the final decade of the 20th century, theories of work motivation, whether they focused primarily on
behavior or cognition, downplayed the importance of personality (e.g., Mitchell, 1979). In their review of the literature, Locke, Shaw, Saari, and Latham (1981) concluded
that the only consistent finding regarding personality traits
and goal setting effects on performance was inconsistency.
In the present millennium, this is no longer the case.
One trait that has received considerable attention is goal
orientation. Dweck’s (1999, p. 1040) goal-orientation theory states that “adaptive motivational patterns are those
that promote the establishment, maintenance, and attainment of personally challenging and personally valued
© 2007 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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achievement goals. Maladaptive patterns, then, are associated with a failure to establish reasonable, valued goals, to
maintain effective striving toward those goals, or ultimately, to attain valued goals that are potentially within one’s
reach.” People with a learning goal orientation focus on
mastering new tasks. Errors are viewed by them as inherent
in the learning process. Those with a performance goal orientation choose tasks that are likely to allow them to look
good in the eyes of others; they avoid those where they are
unlikely to do well (VandeWalle, Cron, & Slocum, 2001).
As was the case in the Ilies and Judge study, Donovan
and Williams (2003) also examined the goal revision process. In general, college athletes were found to set their
distal goals for the season considerably higher than their
best performance during the previous year. Goal orientation was a moderator. Those with a performance goal orientation, who believed that one’s ability is fixed, lowered
their end-of-season goals when the performance discrepancy with their mid-season goal was negative.
Brett and VandeWalle (1999) found that goal orientation
did not affect performance directly; rather it was mediated
by the goals that are set. Those people with a learning goal
orientation tend to select a learning goal while those with
a performance goal disposition tend to select a performance
goal that they believe is attainable.
Adler and Weiss (1988), however, argued that setting a
specific, challenging goal creates a strong situation that attenuates the effect of personality on a person’s behavior.
Hence, goal orientation researchers seldom include the setting of a specific high goal (a state) in their experiments.
To remove this gap in the literature, Seijts, Latham, Tasa,
and Latham (2004) investigated both goal setting and goal
orientation on the same task.
As is the case with a performance goal, Seijts et al.
(2004) found that setting a specific high learning goal also
creates a strong situation. Using a complex business simulation of the US cellular phone industry, the authors found,
consistent with Dweck’s theory, that both a “prove” and an
“avoid” performance goal orientation correlated negatively
with a person’s performance in the “do your best,” a weak
condition. A learning goal orientation correlated positively
with performance when people were urged to do their best.
However, setting a specific, high, learning goal, a state, led
to significantly higher performance than either a specific,
high, performance goal or a vague goal to “do your best”
regardless of a person’s goal orientation. However, the effect of learning goals on performance was enhanced for
people with a learning goal orientation. Self-efficacy and
information search, which were reciprocally related, mediated the effect of specific, high, learning goals.
Judge, Locke, and Durham (1997) developed a theory
of traits that they labeled core self-evaluations (CSE). This
is because the four traits are based on a person’s appraisals
of people, events, and things in relation to the individual.
The core self-evaluations are an aggregate measure of (1)
self-esteem, (2) locus of control, (3) neuroticism, and (4)
overall confidence in one’s ability to deal with a variety of
© 2007 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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situations in one’s life. Erez and Judge (2001) found that
these core evaluations together predict motivation and performance, whereas when used as individual variables, each
of them does so less consistently. Specifically Erez and
Judge found that the CSE predicted goal setting, which, in
turn, influenced strategies that affected an employee’s sales
performance.
Locke (2001) as well as Baum, Locke, and Smith (2001)
found that the relationship between personality and performance is mediated by situationally specific goals and selfefficacy. Baum and Locke (2004) conducted a 6-year follow-up study of entrepreneurs. They found that personality
traits have an indirect rather than a direct effect on performance through a superordinate goal or vision, goal setting,
and self-efficacy.

Proximal and Distal Learning and
Performance Goals
Fundamental to goal-setting theory is the assertion, stated
earlier, of a positive motivational effect of a specific high
goal on performance. A challenge to that assertion came
from a study by Kanfer and Ackerman (1989). They
showed that in the early stages of learning, contrary to the
theory, urging people to do their best leads to higher performance than a specific high goal. Sheer effort and persistence to attain a specific level of performance taxes the
limited cognitive resources necessary for task mastery. At
least two factors appear to mitigate this finding.
First, proximal goals can be set so as to facilitate what
Frese and Zapf (1994) term error management. For example, Latham and Seijts (1999) showed the importance in
highly dynamic settings of actively seeking feedback and
reacting quickly to it when pursuing an outcome goal. After
replicating Kanfer and Ackerman’s finding of the superiority of a vague “do best” goal relative to those with a distal, specific, high goal regarding earnings, they found that
people, who were paid on a piece-rate basis to make toys
under conditions where the amount of money paid per toy
changed continuously without warning, had the highest
performance when proximal goals were set. Feedback from
a proximal goal provides information on whether a person’s picture of reality is congruent with distal goal attainment. There is an increase in information feedback when
proximal goals are set in addition to a distal goal.
When the knowledge or skill for attaining a goal is unknown, a second approach to mitigating the findings of
Kanfer and Ackerman is to set a learning goal. The primary
distinction between a performance and a learning goal is
the framing of the instructions. The emphasis of a performance goal is on the performance outcome to be obtained
(e.g., a score of 95 or more on an exam, increase revenue
by 20%, reduce costs by 15%). A search for information to
enable goal attainment is not emphasized because the requisite knowledge, skills, and ability are treated as a given.
European Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300
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Figure 2. Graphic depiction of the goal difficulty level ×
cognitive ability interaction on performance.

Choice, effort, persistence, and ability, that is, extant
knowledge and skill, are all that is required. A performance
goal cues an individual to recall the appropriate strategies
and/or skills (Locke et al., 1981).
A learning goal, in contrast to a performance goal,
changes one’s focus when the strategy or strategies to attain
the goal is not known. Hence, the instructions are framed
so that attention is given to the discovery of the strategies,
processes, or procedures necessary to perform a task effectively (Seijts & Latham, 2005). A person’s unitary attentional pool of resources, consistent with Kanfer and Ackerman’s (1989) cognitive resource allocation theory, is explicitly directed to learning/mastering the task rather than
worrying about the performance outcome.
Latham, Seijts, and Crim (2006) showed that on a task
that is complex for people, the higher the learning goal the
higher their performance. Cognitive ability and goal commitment affected strategy development, which in turn affected performance. Contrary to previous findings on performance goals (e.g., Locke, 1965), the performance of
those lower in cognitive ability was more positively affected by the setting of increasingly difficult learning goals
than was the case for people higher in cognitive ability. As
the results in Figure 2 indicate, a specific high learning goal
and cognitive ability appear to compensate for one another
to some degree. People with lower cognitive ability who
were assigned a high learning goal approached the performance of those with higher cognitive ability who were assigned a specific low learning goal.
As cited earlier, Seijts et al. (2004) found that assigning
a specific high learning goal, as is the case with an assigned
performance outcome goal (Adler & Weiss, 1988; Yukl &
Latham, 1978), masks individual differences in personality.
As is the case with a performance goal, task complexity
also appears to moderate the effect of a learning goal on
performance. On a task that was straightforward for people,
Winters and Latham (1996) found no significant differences in performance between those with a learning goal relative to those in the “do your best” condition. People with
European Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300

a specific high performance goal had the highest performance. Only when the task was complex for people did a
learning goal lead to higher performance than the other two
conditions. Consistent with Kanfer and Ackerman’s
(1989)results, the instruction to “do your best” led to higher
performance than the setting of a distal performance goal.
Drach-Zahavy and Erez (2002) replicated this finding.
People who were given a specific high learning goal regarding the discovery of appropriate strategies had higher
performance than those who were assigned either a specific
performance or a general “do best” goal. Taken together,
these studies suggest that learning goals, although different
conceptually in their emphasis from performance goals,
share similar theoretical and empirical properties.
Using a complex simulation, Noel and Latham (2006)
examined entrepreneurial behavior in starting up and maintaining a business. Those who used a learning goal were
able to keep their simulated firms running longer than those
using a performance outcome goal. Strategy and self-efficacy had a reciprocal mediating effect on performance.
Seijts and Latham (2001) examined the effect of setting
proximal goals in conjunction with a distal learning or a
distal outcome goal on a complex task that was stable rather
than dynamic. Again, those who were urged to do their best
performed better than those with a specific high performance goal and, once again, their performance was significantly lower than those with a specific high learning goal.
Goal commitment was significantly higher to the learning
goal than it was to the performance goal. Moreover, selfefficacy increased across conditions in the learning-goal
condition and decreased in the performance-goal condition. Mediation analyses revealed that strategies had a direct effect on self-efficacy and an indirect effect on performance. Although proximal goals had no direct effect on
performance, those individuals with proximal goals had a
significantly greater number of strategies than those with
only a distal goal. On a dynamic task there would likely be
a direct effect. Research is needed to test this hypothesis.
When people lack the knowledge to attain a goal, but the
appropriate behaviors are known by subject-matter experts,
a learning goal is neither necessary nor appropriate. Brown
and Latham (2002) found that behavioral goals, identified
through a job analysis, led to higher performance than the
setting of a learning goal or urging people to do their best.
Both Noel (1997) and Masuda (2006), working independently, investigated the effect of setting learning and performance goals simultaneously on a task that was complex
for people. Consistent with cognitive resource allocation
theory, Noel found that the addition of a performance goal
hurt, rather than helped, the performance of groups relative
to those with only a learning goal.
Masuda provided participants with strategies that had to
be learned. Her findings, contrary to Noel’s (1997), showed
that if either learning or performance goals were high, or
if both were high for an individual, performance was high
as compared to other goal combinations. The number of
strategies learned was highly correlated with performance.
© 2007 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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This study differs from the Noel as well as the Seijts and
Latham (2001) study, in that the requisite strategies in the
latter two studies had to be discovered “from scratch” after
the learning goal was set. Her study also differs from both
the Brown and Latham (2002), and Earley and Perry (1987)
studies in that the participants in these two studies were told
what strategies/behaviors to use. No additional learning
was required. Hence, Masada’s experimental design, in
which strategies were named but still had to be learned, is
halfway between that of the Noel, and Seijts and Latham
studies, on the one hand, and that of the Earley and Perry,
and Brown and Latham studies on the other.
More research is needed on if, when, and/or how to combine learning goals, performance goals, and knowledge.
Seijts and Latham (2005) argued that once the necessary
knowledge or skill has been acquired, a learning goal is no
longer of value; a specific high performance goal should
be set. However, there are tasks that require continuous
learning, because the task or task environment is dynamic,
and the requisite knowledge has yet to be discovered. On
such tasks, learning goals alone might always result in optimum performance. However, at General Electric Jack
Welch is alleged to have demanded continuous learning
and yet he also imposed high performance goals on his top
business managers. So how should learning and performance goals be used or combined in a dynamic organizational setting: learning goals alone, performance goals
alone, learning goals followed by performance goals, both
types of goal together or some changing combination of
these? This is another issue that is ripe for future research.

Framing
The effects of framing have been examined regarding the
positive vs. negative aspects of goal setting. Drach-Zahavy
and Erez (2002) studied goal setting in relation to the stress
that it can cause. When the goal for performance on a complex task was framed positively, namely something a person can learn to perform well, people had significantly
higher performance than was the case for those where the
goal was framed negatively, as something they might have
difficulty mastering. Using a different type of framing, Roney, Griggs, and Shanks (2003) found that a negatively
framed goal (“Try not to miss answering more than 3 of
these 15 anagrams”) led to significantly worse performance
than either a positively framed goal (“Try to solve at least
12 of these anagrams”) or a vague goal to do one’s best.
Errors are bound to occur in the pursuit of a difficult
performance or learning goal. Frese’s (2005) research
shows that they can be framed positively (e.g., “the more
errors you make, the more you learn”). His studies have
shown that (1) allowing people opportunities to make errors and (2) explicitly encouraging them to learn from their
errors improves their subsequent performance. A moderator, once again, is task complexity; this framing has little
or no effect on tasks that are straightforward for people.
© 2007 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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However, on a complex task, Keith and Frese (2005) found
that error training creates a sufficiently strong situation to
mask the effect of a person’s goal orientation. Hence, they
rejected their initial hypothesis that people with a high
learning-goal orientation should benefit more from error
training than people with a performance-goal orientation.
Research is now needed on the main and interaction effects
of learning goals as a state with error training that frames
errors as beneficial to the learning process. In addition to
performance, there is likely to be a significant increase in
a person’s affect.

Affect
Goal setting not only affects a person’s performance, it affects a person’s subjective well-being. A meta-analysis revealed that goal attainment is associated with increases in
positive affect and decreases in negative affect (Koestner,
Lekes, Powers, & Chicoine, 2002). In an enumerative review of the self-regulation literature, Sonnentag (2002)
reached a similar conclusion. In addition to a person’s performance, goal setting, feedback, and self-efficacy were
shown to play a crucial role in fostering a person’s subjective well-being.
Consistent with goal-setting theory, which posits that
higher goals lead to higher satisfaction than lower goals,
Wiese and Freund (2005), in a study conducted in Germany, found that only those people who perceived that
their goal had been difficult to attain reported a significant increase in positive and a decrease in negative affect,
an increase in job satisfaction, and perceptions of occupational success over a 3-year timeframe. Goal progress
was a strong predictor of self-reports of occupational success. This was not the case, however, when their goal was
perceived by them to have been relatively easy. There
was no data to suggest that those who had higher goals
experienced feelings of exhaustion. An unexpected finding was that lack of goal attainment in one’s personal life
was related to higher degrees of subjective well-being
when the person experienced goal progress on the job.
The authors concluded that compensatory switching enabled people to concentrate emotion regulation in their
work domain.
Latham and Brown (2006) examined the relative effect
of learning versus performance goals of students on their
subsequent satisfaction with their MBA program. They
found that people who set learning goals were more satisfied than those who set a performance goal.
Using Weiss and Cropanzano’s (1996) affective events
theory as a framework, Ilies and Judge (2005) found that
goal regulation explains in part the links among emotion,
intentional behavior, and action. Performance feedback
influenced an individual’s affective state, and through the
goals that the person subsequently set, the person’s behavior.
European Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300
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Teams
Wegge and Haslam (2005) found, in line with previous
studies of groups, that specific, challenging, group (team)
goals led to better performance than “do best” goals on a
brainstorming task. In addition, they found that assigned
group goals, participatively set group goals, and participatively set group goals combined with individually set goals
all worked equally well, as goal difficulty level was equalized across conditions.
The dynamics within a team (e.g., communication),
however, often introduce complexities not found when a
goal is set by or for an individual. For example, the sharing of knowledge and information is essential for a team
to become and remain effective. Quigley, Tesluk, Locke,
and Bartol (in press) found that the greater the knowledge
sharing between members of two person teams on a complex business simulation, the higher their performance.
Moreover, knowledge sharing interacted with self-set
goal level to further improve performance.
There can be conflict between an individual’s and a
team’s goals. Seijts and Latham (2000) found that a social
dilemma is a boundary condition for the positive effect
on performance typically obtained from goal setting. Only when a person’s goal is compatible with the team’s
goal is the team’s performance enhanced. When money
is involved, people choose to pursue their personal goal
even though doing so is detrimental to their team’s performance. This was especially likely to occur in sevenperson teams than it was in the smaller three-person
teams.
Similarly, Stanne, Johnson, and Johnson (1999) reported that when people view goal attainment as competitive, that is, they perceive that the attainment of other
people’s goals decreases the probability of them attaining
their goal, they are likely to withhold information and
ideas. They may even obstruct the goal pursuit of others.
The pursuit of self-interest does not necessarily prevent collaboration; in fact, it can sometimes promote collaboration. Here again, framing and perception are important. Cooperation is likely to occur if two or more people perceive the attainment of their respective goals as
correlated positively. That is, as others reach their goals,
a person also attains his or her goal. Latham (2004) argued that this is likely to occur if people within a team
share a superordinate goal or vision. Wong, Tjosvold, and
Zi Yu (2005) provided empirical support for this assertion. Working with companies and their suppliers in China, they found that the relationship between a high level
of a shared vision among employees and low levels of
taking unfair advantage of others was mediated partially
by cooperative goal setting. “Indeed partners who are
committed to pursuing their self interests and recognize
that these interests are cooperatively related may engage
in minimal opportunism and, more generally, may be preEuropean Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300

pared to make their partnerships highly effective” (Wong
et al., 2005, p. 789).

New Directions
To date, goal-setting researchers, consistent with goal-setting theory, have emphasized the importance of goal commitment. Little, if anything, is known with regard to when
and how to encourage goal abandonment. Disengagement
from a goal that is not attainable or is no longer appropriate
is an adaptive strategy because it frees up resources that
can be invested in appropriate and attainable goals, and
minimizes feelings experienced from accumulated failures
(Latham, 2007). Schönpflug (1986), for example, has argued that goal setting and stress are likely to be interrelated
when resources, a moderator variable included in goal-setting theory, are low and unanticipated problems appear.
Related to the above subject matter is the issue of perfectionism (Latham, 2007). Some people set performanceoutcome goals that are truly impossible for them to attain,
or make progress toward. They may, nevertheless, persist
in pursuing such goals because their self-worth (self-esteem) is contingent upon goal attainment (Latham &
Locke, 2006). The methodology of Brown and Beck (2002)
could be investigated as a way to minimize the dysfunctional consequences of perfectionism in the workplace.
Because of the increasingly aging workforce in the
West, research on life span should be taken into account in
the context of goal setting. For example, socioemotional
selectivity theory (Carstensen & Mikels, 2005) states that
self-set goals are set in temporal contexts. Younger people,
because they typically see their time horizon as expansive,
usually set goals that involve the acquisition of information. Hence, they are more likely than their older counterparts in the workforce to seek assignments that challenge
their skills and eventually enhance their performance. Older workers, who perceive boundaries on their time, often
commit to goals for emotionally meaningful aspects of
their life, especially in regard to feeling socially interconnected. The dependent variables for evaluating the performance of these two demographically different populations
of workers may need to be reconsidered (Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004). Moreover, older people tend to focus on positive material to the exclusion of the negative. They may
rely more on affect than cognition for making decisions.
Carstensen and Mikels (2005) pointed out that this can enhance their subjective well-being if their goals can be attained, yet lead to poorly thought-out decisions because the
goal was not in their best interest. Ways to prevent such
decisions await further research (Latham, 2007).
Related to this issue, Borgogni and Petitta (2003) have
pointed to the need to take into account the dynamics
within a team that enhance or reduce a team’s collective
efficacy regarding goal attainment. The age mix of a
team’s members are likely to be an important moderator
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variable. In addition, these authors stressed the need for
research on the interpersonal relationships among team
members and between team members and their boss. Relational aspects are a likely moderator of the effect of
feedback on a team’s goal attainment.
The type of goal that should be set may also be affected by an employee’s age. Akerman (2000) found a strong
positive relationship between adult age (up to 60 years)
and knowledge level. A gradual decline in cognitive ability is likely compensated by this increase in job knowledge. Drawing upon Kanfer’s (1987) adaptation of expectancy theory regarding (1) effort – performance, (2)
performance utility, and (3) effort utility, Kanfer and
Ackerman (2004) suggested several research paths relevant to the application of goal setting in the workplace.
Extrapolating from their suggestions, we hypothesize
that an employee’s age may be a moderator of when to
use performance-outcome goals versus learning goals
versus behavioral goals. For example, when sheer effort
and persistence will lead to goal attainment (e.g., number
of sales calls), a performance-outcome goal may be optimum relative to the other two for young employees.
Midlife employees who have acquired a great deal of
knowledge and/or experience may also benefit from the
setting of high performance goals. Their acquisition of
knowledge likely lessens the demand for sheer effort
(e.g., revenue generated). The physical and psychological demands inherent in a high performance-outcome
goal may lead older workers to engage in, what Brockner
and Higgins (2001) have labeled, a prevention focus,
namely, ways to minimize errors–ways to “play it safe”.
For senior level people, setting learning goals may be optimal for maintaining, if not increasing their performance, as they are exposed to increasing environmental
and task complexities (e.g., ways to increase market
share). For employees nearing an age where they are able
to retire, behavioral goals may be more optimal for such
tasks as mentoring others. In short, research is needed to
determine the benefits, if any, of tailoring goal setting to
the age-related capacities of an employee.
Implementation intentions and subconscious goals
need to be investigated within the work force. Among the
most intriguing paths forward in goal-setting research is
the study of implementation intentions and subconscious
goals (Latham & Pinder, 2005). Gollwitzer and his colleagues (e.g., Brandstätter, Lengfelder, & Gollwitzer,
2001) found that implementation intentions on tasks that
are complex for people lead to a higher rate of goal attainment than goal commitment only. An implementation
intention is a mental link that is created between a specific situation and an intended goal-directed response. It
specifies when, where, and how behavior is likely to lead
to goal attainment once an appropriate situation is encountered. Once an implementation intention is formed,
people switch from conscious, effortful control of this
conscious goal directed behavior to becoming “automatically” controlled by preselected contextual cues. Once
© 2007 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

297

these cues are activated, motivation guides a person’s behavior toward goal attainment without a person consciously focusing on the goal at the time.
It should be noted, however, that the types of tasks Gollwitzer and colleagues studied were usually one-time,
straightforward actions (apply to school, get an X-ray),
which the person already knew how to do. To date, only
one study, to the authors’ knowledge, has investigated implementation intentions in the workplace. Brandstätter,
Heimbeck, Malzacher, and Frese (2003) found that people
were more successful in obtaining vocational retraining
when, in addition to setting goals to do so, they formulated
an implementation intention. In most work settings, however, task performance is ongoing, and complex. Possibly
Gollwitzer’s methodology could be applied fruitfully in organizations to minimize work procrastination (e.g., help
one to get started on a task).
Bargh and Ferguson (2000), in their review of the social
psychology literature, concluded that subconscious goals
produce the same outcomes as conscious goals, and are
affected by the same moderators. Stajkovic, Locke, and
Blair (2006) found that subconscious priming, achieved by
having participants unscramble sentences containing, in
this case, achievement-related words, affected performance on a brainstorming task, as did the assignment of
conscious goals. Moreover, there was an interaction effect.
Although the main effect of a conscious goal led to performance that was higher than the main effect for a subconscious goal, those who had both a conscious and a subconscious goal performed best. To date, no study in this area
has been conducted in a work setting. The extant social
psychology experiments have been limited to “free situations” relative to structured work settings.
In a follow-up study, Stajkovic and Locke (2007) pitted
consciously assigned and subconsciously primed goals
against one another in a proofreading task, using speed and
accuracy as dependent variables. The two conflicting goals
did partially offset one another in relation to speed. However, the effect of conscious goals was far stronger than
primed goals, and subconscious priming did not affect
proofreading accuracy at all. Clearly, additional studies are
warranted regarding the relative effectiveness of different
methods of priming.
Goal hierarchies also warrant further research. For example, little is known about how people prioritize goals,
especially when faced with multiple tasks. Little is known
on whether or how they look for causal relationships
among goals at different levels (e.g., how will attaining X
help or hinder attaining Y?)
Finally, there is the issue of goals and knowledge. This,
by implication, “connects” goal setting to the entire field
of cognitive psychology. Research so far has only scratched
the surface of the issue of how goals and knowledge affect
one another, and work together to affect performance. Consider one fascinating example: Wegge and Dibbelt (2000)
found that goals affect the speed of information processing.
European Psychologist 2007; Vol. 12(4):290–300
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Conclusion
Goal setting is an open theory. It was and continues to be
built through induction. There is no limit to the types of
additional studies that can be fruitfully conducted. We have
talked here about the HPC, personality, proximal goals,
learning goals, framing, affect, goal setting in teams, unrealistic goals, goals in relation to age, implementation plans,
and subconscious priming. Additional studies are needed
within each of these areas.
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