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A considerable body of research supports the idea that individuals who set be-
havioral goals perform better than others who set no goals. In this article, we
propose that in addition to the positive effects, goals may also have a counter-
productive effect. Specifically, we propose that violating one’s goal may cause a
deterioration of subsequent performance as compared to individuals who have no
goals. When the violation of one’s goal is coded as a failure, it can result in
demotivation, negative emotion, and consequently a poorer performance. We re-
port two experiments that demonstrate the counterproductive effects of goals and
discuss potential moderators of this effect along with several possible process
explanations.

broad literature (cf. Brendl, Markman, and Messner and Thaler 1988), which are often not attained (e.g., Bau-
2003; Gollwitzer 1999; Heath, Larrick, and Wu 1999; meister 2002). Similarly, individuals make specific con-
Locke and Latham 1990) suggests that goals motivate in- sumption decisions on the basis of their health goals and
dividuals and make people strive harder to accomplish a are not always successful in achieving these goals (e.g.,
task and that individuals who set goals perform better than dieting to lose weight; Bagozzi and Edwards 2000; Cochran
others who set no goals. In this article, we extend this lit- and Tesser 1996). This article addresses the question, How
erature by studying potential counterproductive conse- does the failure to achieve a goal affect consumers’ sub-
guences of goals. In particular, we study situations in which sequent behavior?
individuals who are trying to attain a particular goal fail to We restrict our focus to behavioral goals that are con-
do so. We propose that the violation of a goal can be de- cerned with the completion of a certain task or a specific
motivating to continuing efforts, resulting in a deterioration behavior. Such goals are operationalized as a measurable
of performance. As a result, it might be better not to have target for performance and anything short of this target
a goal than have a goal that one fails to achieve. might be construed as a failure. We do not study more
Goals play a central role in understanding a wide array complicated, yet vaguely defined goals that have been pre-
of consumer behaviors. Indeed, as Bagozzi and Dholakiaviously been termed as the “do your best” type of goals
(1999, p. 19) write, “Much of consumer behavior is goal- (Locke and Latham 1990). Further, we study behavioral
directed.” For instance, consumers’ spending decisions aregoals in two specific domains. First, we study consumer
affected by their saving and investment goals (e.g., Shefrin spending behavior and study the effects of a savings goal.
Prior research—and popular wisdom—suggests that savings
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to complete in the future, we find that the violation of the strive to achieve them (cf. Lewin 1951; see Klein 1991 for
goal (deadline) causes further delays and a poorer perfor-a review). Recently, Soman and Shi (2003) showed that
mance on the task as compared to participants who had setonsumers derive value from making progress toward goals,
no goals. and this value enhances motivation and performance. These
The rest of this article is divided in three sections. We researchers suggest that goals directly influence the moti-
first briefly review literature on goal setting and its impact vation and drive of the individual to achieve them.
on performance and outline our conceptual framework. We  Cochran and Tesser (1996) found similar results in a study
then describe the results of two experiments that demonstratevhere participants were asked to participate in a series of
the counterproductive effects of goals. Finally, we conclude attention tasks in return for extra course credit. They dem-
with a discussion on the implications and limitations of our onstrated the effect of framing of the goal on performance:
research, identify possible process explanations for this phe-participants who were given a goal of achieving a certain

nomenon, and propose avenues for future research. number of points (by getting the task right) performed better
than those given a goal of minimizing errors. Also, among
BEHAVIORAL GOALS participants with a goal of scoring points (an acquisition

goal), those with a goal of scoring a certain number of points

An extensive literature in psychology and consumer be- IN €ach trial performed better than those with a goal of
havior has documented the beneficial effects of behavioral S€0"'"NY the ’pomts across all the trials. They also measured
goals in accomplishing tasks, improving motivation and en- Participants’ self-reported goals and found a positive cor-
hancing the quality of the outcome. An exhaustive review relation between the.dlfﬂculty of the self-stated goal and the
of the literature is beyond the scope of the present article, 2ctual number of points scored. The authors do not report
and we refer interested readers to Gollwitzer (1999) for an the number of participants who actually achieved their goals,
excellent review. and how this affected behavior in subsequent trials.

In the context of this article we refer to goals about spe- More recently, Heath et al. (1999)'advocated a reference
cific levels of performance, established by an individual, as POINt approach to explain the effectiveness of goals. They
behavioral goals. Such goals have also been referred to ag/9ué that a behavioral goal sets a reference point by di-
“mere” goals in the literature (see Heath et al. 1999), es- V|d|ng the space of outcomes Into positive (|.e.., successful
pecially in situations in which there are no external con- achievement of goal) and negative (i.e., violation of goal)
sequences of meeting or violating these goals. For example€9i0ns. In a series of experiments, they presented partici-
a prudent consumer might want to constrain spending by pants with descriptions of two hypothetical individuals and
setting a monthly monetary saving goal (e.g., “I will save 2sked them to predict the behaviors and feelings of these
15% of my monthly income”). And salespersons might set Individuals. For example, if two men performed 34 sit-ups
themselves a personal goal of completing 15% of the annual@nd felt tlred, participants thought_ that the man who _had a
sales quota in the first month of the year. Using tasks as30@l Of 40 sit-ups would be more likely to try and continue.
diverse as problem solving, writing term papers, solving Further, if a f|t_ness enthusiast had.a} goal of 39 sit-ups but
family problems, riding a bicycle, consuming vitamins, and coulq hot continue beyond 35, participants expec_:te_d the en-
resuming physical activity after surgery, researchers havethusiast to experience negative emotions. In a similar vein,
shown that behavioral goals improve performance (cf. & test taker who scored 87 (but had a goal of 90) would be
Locke and Latham 1990; Orbell and Sheeran 2000). Spe-More disappointed than another who scored 83 and had no

cifically, two key findings emerge: goals. Collectively, these results suggest thatr(dividuals
' ' who approach their goal try very hard to try and accomplish

1) The specificity of the goal matters: In general, specific, it, but (b) if they fail to accomplish their goal, they expe-
measurable goals are more effective at enhancing per-rience negative emotion. While these results support the idea
formance than more vaguely stated “do your best” of goals setting a reference point and the prospect theory
goals. However, goals that are too specific (e.g., at the value function explaining the effectiveness of goals, they
level of small subtasks) may obscure the big picture still leave unanswered the question, What is the effect of
and hence detract from performance. failure to accomplish a goal on subsequent performance?

2) The difficulty of the goal matters: Performance im-
proves as the difficulty of the goal increases. However,
there is also a suggestion that goals that are extremely THE CONSEQUENCES OF FAILING TO

difficult, to the point of being infeasible, do not help. ACCOMPLISH GOALS

Why do goals help? Early researchers have looked at In the present research, we study situations in which in-
goals merely as behavioral reinforcers and have ignored anydividuals attempt, but fail, to achieve a particular behavioral
effects of goals on mental processes. For example, Hull goal. Relying on four separate streams of research, we pro-
(1932) suggested that goals were reinforcers that influencedpose that the failure to achieve a goal will ultimately result
learning efforts and behavior through conditioning. Subse- in a detrimental effect on subsequent performance.
guently, other researchers have advocated an expectancy- We propose that goals set a reference point, and that de-
value approach in which organisms anticipate goals and cision makers incorporate this reference point as an expected
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outcome. Consider an individual who wants to save money. hurting performance on the original task. In the real world
One goal this person might set is to save $500 each month.where consumers have multiple goals, violation of one goal
This unambiguous specification of a reference point sets amay cause them to shift attention to other, more achievable
target that must be met for the effort to be considered a goals.
success, and anything short of this target would be coded A fourth stream of research focuses on the so-called re-
as a failure. We refer to such goals as “all-or-nothing” goals. bound effect. It has been shown in various domains (e.g.,
In contrast, the individual may specify that their goal is to thoughts in adults, obedience in children) that after a period
improve their monthly savings rate over time. In this case, of artificial suppression of a thought or behavior (as might
there is no prespecified target, and the number of dollarsbe expected in goals to eliminate undesirable behaviors), the
put aside each month can measure success. In this casesuppressed thought or activity is engaged in more frequently
success is not a binary attain/violate distinction, but is more than if there were no attempt to suppress it (Wegner et al.
graded. We refer to such goals as “graded” goals. 1987). During the period of suppression individuals resort to
This perspective is consistent with prior research (cf. distracters and impose psychic costs on themselves to keep
Cochran and Tesser 1996; Heath et al. 1999) that distin-the unwanted activity at bay. However, as these psychic costs
guishes between goals for the elimination of an undesirablerequire effort, individuals might plan to impose them only
behavior (e.g., quitting smoking) that are typically of an all- for a limited period of time. Once this period is over, these
or-nothing nature, and goals for attaining desirable behaviorspsychic constraints are suddenly released and this facilitates
(e.g., learning) that are typically graded. We focus on all- the recurrence of the forbidden activity (Wegner et al. 1987).
or-nothing goals and investigate why failure to attain these The violation of an all-or-nothing goal might signal the com-
goals results in poorer subsequent performance. pletion of a period of suppression, and the ensuing rebound
First, we consider research in social psychology, which would result in poor subsequent performance.
shows that activities coded as failures (rather than partial Thus, four independent streams of research lead us to
successes) are likely to result in lower perceived self-effi- hypothesize that
cacy, which in turn has been shown to result in demotivation,
lower goal commitment and consequently lower perfor-
mance (Bandura and Simon 1977). The easier it is to code
an outcome as a failure (given all-or-nothing goals), the more
likely it is that an individual will be demotivated to continue A o .
striving, and hence their subsequent performance may suffer. engaged in with a greater likelihood than if the
A second stream of research offering a similar conclusion goal was yet to be violated.

is that in the area of self-monitoring. Researchers have Consistent with this prediction, Cochran and Tesser
shown that in assessing the effectiveness of goals, individ-(1996) offer the example of a student who was striving to
uals compare established standards of performam_:e (i.e., theeduce weight using a daily caloric goal. One day, the stu-
goal) with feedback about actual performance typically ob- dent realized that the daily quota of calories had accidentally
tained through self-monitoring procedures in which they peen exceeded and proceeded to consume apple pie. The
observe and evaluate their behavior (Locke and Latham reasoning was “What-the-hell. Since I'm already over my
1990). In the case of all-or-nothing goals, this self-moni- goal, it doesn’t matter.” Cochran and Tesser (1996) refer to
toring will result in the tracking of behaviors that are in- thjs response as a “what the hell” effect.
consistent with the goal, which has been shown to be det- Recent research by Dhar and Simonson (1999) is also
rimental to performance (Bandura 1986). For instance, consistent with hypothesis 1 and the what the hell effect.
research has shown that tracking of goal-inconsistent be-These authors show that when consumers trade off a goal
havior actually increased the incidence of smoking in in- (jike the presence or absence of pleasure) with a resource
dividuals who were attempting to decrease it (see Cochran(like money), they prefer a highlighting strategy in which
and Tesser 1996). However, in the case of graded goals, they|| goal-consistent consumption occurs in one episode. For
effect of self-monitoring will be positive and hence is not example, in selecting an appetizer and @t consumer
Iikely. to result_in a deterioration of performance. ~ will select a tasty appetizer and a tasty éatmn one day
Third, the_ violation of an aII-(_)r-nothmg goal results in  gnd a tasteless yet healthy appetizer and’ erdreanother
the generation of strong negative emotions (Heath et al. day. Our framework will make a similar highlighting pre-
1999). Prior research suggests that individuals who expe-giction for a consumer whose goal is to avoid eating tasty
rience negative emotions engage in emotional repair throughand unhealthy food. If this consumer has already violated
distraction anqllby dlvert_mg attention to activities that can a goal by consuming a rich appetizer, our framework predicts
generate positive emotion (cf. Connolly, Ordonez, and that they might go ahead and consume the tasty’ entre
Coughlan 1997; Garbarino and Edell 1997). Individuals who anyway.

violate a goal in one particular domain may therefore be  Based on the earlier discussion, we expect hypothesis 1
motivated to shift resources to an alternate task or goal, to hold under the following conditions:

H1: The violation of a behavioral goal that constrains
an undesirable activity will result in an ultimate
deterioration of performance. Once the goal is vi-
olated, the previously constrained activity will be

1All-or-nothing goals may be considered more specific than graded goals, 1) The goallis an all-or-nothing type of goal: We expect
holding people to a stricter standard. the deterioration of performance to occur for all-or-



WHEN GOALS ARE COUNTERPRODUCTIVE 55

nothing goals, but not necessarily for graded goals. discretionary expenditures, you would like to save
2) The goal cannot be broadened in scope after it hasHK$2000. In other words, you would like to spend no more
been violated: We make a distinction between goals than HK$8000 on discretionary expenses. Over the past
that are defined with respect to one activity and others months, you have been fairly successful in meeting this goal,
that may be part of a larger goal. For example, a and have achieved it in over 75% of the months.”
monthly savings goal may be part of a larger goal of  Within this basic description, we manipulated the target
being able to retire early. In such a case, a monthly discretionary spending of the consumer. Participants in the
violation could be converted to a potential success by HK$8,000 target condition read the above paragraph ver-
broadening the goal (e.g., “I violated this month’s sav- batim. Participants in the HK$7,000 target condition, how-
ings goal, but will save more next month to make up ever, were told that they would like to save HK$3,000, that
for it"). is, spend no more than HK$7,000 on discretionary expenses.
o All participants were then told that it was the twenty-
In the present research, we only study situations of all- gjghth of March and that they had been looking over their
or-nothing type of goals that are defined with respect to one yiseretionary monthly expenses on a personal accounting
activity. Specifically, in our experiments, participants had a proaram. Alist of these discretionary expenses was provided
target behavior (defined in monetary terms for experiment j, 3" tapular form on the second page of the questionnaire,
1 and in temporal terms for experiment 2) that was appli- giong with a total of the expenses up to that date in March.
cable only in the one episode enacted in the experlmen'['Although the list of expenses was identical for all partici-
The participants thus had no opportunities to broaden the y, s “the amounts were varied between subjects to be one
goal and correct the behavior in another instance. While we ot a6 Jevels of the Previous Discretionary Spending factor.
expected to find support for hypothesis 1, we also believe 1o total spending was either set to be HK$6,500,

that our effect would be moderated by changing the nature 47 500, or HK$8,500. The experiment thus involved a
of the goal, and by giving participants the opportunity 10 5 (Target Discretionary Spending) 3 (Previous Discre-

broaden the scope of the goal. tionary Spending) between-subjects design.
After reading the information about their income and ex-
EXPERIMENT 1 penses, participants were instructed to turn to the last page

of the questionnaire where they were presented with an ex-

In this hypothetical decision-making task, participants nense opportunity. All participants read the following:
were given a spending history and a savings goal, and were

then faced a purchase opportunity. We wanted to measure A friend calls to tell you that a local theater is selling a special

their willingness to deviate from the savings goal as a func- package for HK$1500. The package includes three music
tion of their current distance from the goal. The savings goal performances over the next three evenings by three artistes
was operationalized as a “target discretionary spending.” that you really like. In addition, the package also includes

dinner and drinks on the last day, as well as a CD boxed-
set compilation of the music of these artistes. Your friend

Part|C|pants, DeSIgn’ and Procedure plans to go, and says that some tickets are still available. You

Seventy-eight staff members of a large university in Hong would really like to go, but at the back of your mind you
Kong participated in this experiment. They were recruited are th'f‘k'ng about your expenses this month. You promise
to participate in several unrelated studies, for which they your friend that you will call back soon. You have a few
were paid HK$200 and given a souvenir gift (HK$1.80 minutes to think about this, and then make a decision.

US$0.13). The present study was the first study that all

participants completed. All participants received a three-  payiicipants were asked to indicate the likelihood of their
page questionnaire entitled “What would you do?” On the incurring this expense (on a nine-point scale:=1

first page, participants were first asked to read a paragraphyefinitely Not Spend,9 = Definitely Spend). We refer to
?eslcrl_bmg dAflerrerlF l_<|nd? of exp;ahnses tEaé ?onsumersﬂr]m:-this variable as SPEND, with larger values indicating a
inely incur. All participants were then asked to imagine tha ol :

they had a job that paid HK$20,000 a month after taxes greater likelihood of spending.

(i.e., take-home income). Further, they were told “Your .

monthly non-discretionary expenses like rent, bills, grocer- R€SUlts and Analysis

ies, transportation, and insurance add up to HK$10,000. This  \ve note that all participants had HK$10,000 of their
leaves HK$10,000 each month that you can spend on dis-monthly income available for discretionary expenses, and
cretionary items.” All participants were told that they had for | participants, at least HK$1,500 of this amount was
finished paying a loan and had HK$5,000 in savings. Par- presently unspent. Thus, incurring the expense on the theater
ticipants then read the following: “A few months ago, you package would not result in exceeding the monthly income.

decided to start saving some money for the future. Taking prior research on mental budgeting and spending behavior
a tip from a popular money management book, you decided

toseta personal savings goal for yourself- In particular, you ™ >The Jist of expenses was kept constant across conditions. However, the
decide that of the HK$10,000 that remain after your non- magnitude of each expense was adjusted to result in one of the three totals.
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(e.g., Heath and Soll 1996) predicts that the likelihood of HK$8,000) are in this group.

incurring an expense depends on the extent to which the Group 2: (Insufficient Surplus) These participants have not
budget has already been depleted. In the context of the pre-  violated their savings goal but would do so on spending
sent design, therefore, the prediction from prior research the HK$1,500. Participants in condition 2 (Previous
would be that participants whose previous discretionary Spending= HK$7,500, Target= HK$8,000) and con-

spending was HK$6,500 would be the most likely to spend, dition 4 (Previous Spendinge HK$6,500, Target=
followed by participants who had spent HK$7,500, and fi- HK$7,000) are in this group.
nally by those who had spent HK$8,500. Group 3: (Overspent) This group includes participants who
However, participants in some of the conditions had al- have already violated their savings goal. The extra
ready violated their spending targets while others had not. HK$1,500 expense will not violate the HK$10,000 avail-
Further, the scenario implicitly led participants to the un- able income constraint. Participants in condition 3 (Pre-
derstanding that the personal spending goal would be de- vious Spending= HK$8,500, Target= HK$8,000),
sirable. Hence, in addition to studying the main and inter- condition 5 (Previous Spending HK$6,500, Target=
action effects of the two design factors, we were particularly HK$7,000) and condition 6 (Previous Spending

interested in contrasting the responses of participants who HK$8,500, Target= HK$7,000) are all part of this
had already violated their goal, with the responses of those group.
who had not yet violated their goal. -
The mean gPEND (Iikelihoodgof spending) for each of the Contrasts revealed that the W|Il|ngness. to §pend (SPEND)
experimental conditions is shown in table 1 and was analyzed ©r 9roup 3 (OverspentM = 6.15 ) was significantly higher
in a 2 (Target Discretionary Spending) 3 (Previous Dis- than' SPEND for group 1 (Just Sufficient .SWP'“M €
cretionary Spending) ANOVA. Results indicated a significant 4.31 p < .009. SPEND for_ group 1 (Just Sufficient Surplus)
two-way interaction of Target Discretionary Spending with (M = 4.31) was in turn significantly greater than SPEND
Previous Discretionary Spending-(2, 72) = 12.56 p< fo.r group 2 (Insufficient Surp_lusM = 2.73p<.02 ). The
.001), as well as a significant main effect of Previous Dis- Willingness to spend was highest when the personal goal
cretionary Spending<(2, 72) = 11.39 p< .001 ). Contrary had already been V|o_Iated, sec_ond when the extra spending
to previous research, the main effect of Previous Discre- Would move cumulative spending up to the personal goal
tionary Spending suggested that the willingness to spend(but notIV|oIate it an_d the'lowgst when the extra expense
was the highest when previous spending was HK$8,500,W°“|d directly result in a violation of the personal goal.
lower when previous spending was HK$7,500, and the low-
est when it was HK$6,500. Spending more money in the Discussion
past actually resulted in a larger willingness to spend the i i i
additional HK$1,500. Why did this counterintuitive result _ Results from the first experiment supported hypothesis 1.
occur? Specifically, we saw participants display the greatest will-
We categorize the six experimental conditions into three INgness to spend when the savings goal had already been
groups as follows (see table 1): V|0Iateq. Conversely, in a situation in which they were ap-
proaching the goal and could attain it by avoiding the ex-
Group 1: (Just Sufficient Surplus) This group includes pense, participants showed the lowest willingness to spend.
participants who had not violated their savings goal. If Note that participants who had just sufficient surplus in their
they spend the extra HK$1,500, they will have spent account were less likely to spend as compared to those who
up to their target but not exceeded it. Participants in had already overspent. It is possible that the former were
condition 1 (Previous Spending HK$6,500, Target= somewhat constrained by the budget ceiling; the latter had

TABLE 1

EFFECT OF TARGET DISCRETIONARY SPENDING AND PREVIOUS DISCRETIONARY SPENDING ON WILLINGNESS TO
SPEND: EXPERIMENT 1

Target dis- Previous discretionary spending

cretionary

spending HK$6,500 HK$7,500 HK$8,500

HK$8,000 Condition 1 (Group 1)* Condition 2 (Group 2)° Condition 3 (Group 3)°
SPEND = 4.31 (2.28)° SPEND = 2.69 (1.70) SPEND = 6.23 (1.74)

HK$7,000 Condition 4 (Group 2)° Condition 5 (Group 3)° Condition 6 (Group 3)°

SPEND = 2.77 (1.92)

SPEND = 6.31 (2.14)

SPEND = 5.92 (1.75)

2Group 1 represents the condition in which the goal will not be violated by the additional expense (Just Sufficient Surplus).
"Group 2 represents conditions where the goal has not been violated so far but will be violated if the additional expense is incurred (Insufficient

Surplus).

°Group 3 represents conditions in which the savings goal has already been violated (Overspent).
“The SD of the participants’ reported likelihood of spending (SPEND) is reported in parentheses. There were 13 participants in each experimental

condition.
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already violated it and therefore paid no further attention to azine or the business section of a newspaper. Your task will
it. Clearly, once they moved into the “failure” part of the be to read these articles and identify any typographic or
outcome space—a partitioning that is artificially created by grammatical mistakes that you may find in them. Circle any
the presence of the goal—there was a discontinuity in the mistakes that you find using a pencil or pen.”

effect of prior spending on future expense (Heath and Soll  Participants were given an example of what their re-
1996). We note that although the goal in this experiment sponses needed to look like and were reminded that their
was presented as part of an ongoing goal, participants didtask was to merely identify the mistakes and not to correct
not have the opportunity to broaden its scope as they ex-them. In order to ensure that participants did not treat the
plicitly knew that the experiment was only about the present task lightly, we provided an incentive for accuracy. Specif-
month. Participants therefore had no opportunity to recover jca|ly, participants were told that everyone completing the
the present failure by improving behavior on future occa- study would receive HK$80 but that “we would like to

sions. reward those of you who correctly identify mistakes with

While these results support hypothesis 1, some concemns,, aqditional HK$40.” The bonus would be given to par-
remain. First, experiment 1 used a hypothetical task. There-(ioinants who had correctly identified at least 75% of the

fore_, we can safely only say that our results captured what iciakes on a randomly selected page of the booklet.
participants thought they would do and not what they ac- = p,icinants were randomly assigned to one of three ex-
tually did. Further, we wanted to increase the generalizability perimental conditions. In the “proximal goal’ condition
of our findings by studying another resource (time) and by (n = 35), participants were told, “previous participants have

letting participants set their own goals. In addition, we also found it useful to set a personal deadline or a goal by which

wanted to create a greater variation in the levels of the to complete the task. Consider setting a challenging dead
ign als to test for th neralizability of the effects. |. : e e
assigned goals to test for the gene ability of the effects line; say sometime within the next 15 days. The deadline

Experiment 2 was conducted to address these issues. : .
you set is for your own reference only, and we will accept

completed booklets anytime over the next 30 days.” These
EXPERIMENT 2 participants were then asked to write down a personal dead-
The second experiment differed from the first one in a line on the cover of the booklet. The experimenter recorded
number of important ways. First, the experiment was in the the deadline against each booklet identifying number.
temporal (rather than monetary) domain. Second, it required  Participants in the “distant goal” condition & 36 ) re-
participants to undertake real investments in time (rather ceived instructions that were identical in all respects to the
than hypothetical choices) to complete an assigned task.instructions for participants in the proximal goal condition,
Third, rather than being given a goal, participants were askedexcept that they were asked to “consider setting a deadline
to set their own goals in a guided fashion. Fourth, we createdthat is achievable, say sometime after 15 days but before
one control condition in which participants did not generate 30 days from today.” Participants in the “no goal” condition
a goal at all (unlike experiment 1, where all participants had (n = 37) did not receive these instructions and left after

a goal). collecting their experimental booklets. In the context of pre-
vious research on goals, we expected the effects of goals
Participants, Design, and Procedure on performance to differ with the level of difficulty of goals.

Proximal goals were expected to be more challenging as

K O(zne er:ir;?rg? o 3 r:: tz:)s(, :;u%(?{:rt]serit 2"un;\:fi’(r:?'tgn'tg v';'grr;g compared to distant ones. This may cause the participants
gp P P . P P to perform better with the former; on the other hand, they

recruited by signs posted throughout the campus and were be di d v leadi i
promised at least HK$80 (and a maximum of HK$120) for may be discouraged more eastly, leading o poorer
completing a proofreading task within a 30-day period. Par- performancé_. . . .
ticipants were asked to register with an experimenter in a When participants returned with their completed booklets,
laboratory office and pick up an experimental booklet on a the _e>_<per|menter first scanned each booklet to ensure that
given day. They were then told to return the completed participants haq cqmpleted the task and had not I_eft it blank.
booklet to the experimenter at the same location during The date of finishing the task was entered against the ap-
office hours on any day in a 29-day period starting the day Propriate booklet identification number. The experimenter
after picking up. Participants were promised payment on randomly selected one page and checked for accuracy to
returning the completed booklet. determine if the HK$40 bonus should be paid. While the
Each experimental booklet had a unique identifying num- experimenter completed this task and prepared payment,
ber on the cover page and contained 12 pages of articlesparticipants were given a single sheet of paper on which
We p|anted a total of 120 grammatica| or Spe"ing errors they indicated their agreement to a few statements and an-
within these 12 pages, with exactly 10 mistakes per page.
The cover page of the booklet read, “Thank you for partic- ®Cochran and Tesser (1996) demonstrate that the scope of the goal affects

. - . . . P - behavior: individuals who try to achieve a specific behavior (or skill) with
ipating in this study called Business Journalism. In this a focus on short periods perform better than those who focus on longer

study, you _Wi” reaq a number of .parggrt_iphs fro.m articles time periods. The current scenario, however, uses goal proximity as a
that are being considered for publication in a business mag-manipulation of goal difficulty, with differing predictions.
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swered an open-ended question. Participants were thercondition fared no better than the participants who had no
thanked for their participation, paid, and dismissed. goal FINISH,,,, = 22/35= 62.86% x*(1) = 0.06, p>
.80). Setting a goal increased the finishing rate, but only
Results and Analysis when the goal was distant and hence easy and not when it
was proximal and challenging. The performance for prox-

First, as a manipulation check, we looked at the actual imal (i.e., challenging) goals was actually poorer, providing
deadlines set by participants in the two goal conditions. In support for previous suggestions that very difficult goals
the proximal goal condition, the average deadline was setmay actually not be beneficial.
at 8.6 days from the time of picking up the booklet, while Next, within the two conditions in which participants set
in the distant goal condition the average deadline was 17.17a personal goal, we examined the percentage of participants
days away {(67) = 9.55 p<.001 ). The instruction to set Wwho finished before their personal goal (measured as a per-
a proximal goal therefore did indeed result in shorter self- cent of all those who finished in the 30-day period). This
generated personal deadlines as compared to the instructiofeércent was significantly greater for the distant goal con-
to set a distant goal. dition (FINISH GOAL,,, = 23/30= 76.67% than the

We next consider performance across the three experi-proximal goal condition (FINISH GOA[,,, = 10/22 =
mental conditions. We use three measures of performance45.45% x*(1) = 5.09 p<.05). This finding is not sur-
First, we looked at the percentage of participants who suc- prising—participants in the distant goal condition on an av-
cessfully finished the task (i.e., got paid) within the entire erage had set for themselves a deadline that gave them an
30-day period (we hereafter refer to this percentage as FIN-additional 8.57 17.17— 8.60) days to finish the task as
ISH). For each of the two goal conditions, we also computed compared to participants in the proximal goal condition.
FINISH-GOAL, the number of participants who finished ~ For the purpose of further analysis, we categorized par-
before their self-imposed goal as a fraction of all participants ticipants in the goal conditions into one of two sub-
in that condition who finished. Second, we looked at the groups—those who completed the task before their personal
total number of days it took for the participant to finish the deadlines (we refer to these as achievers) and those who
task (DAYS). Third, we counted the number of mistakes did not (violators). The violators group was further com-
that had been correctly identified by the participant. As the prised of two parts—those who eventually went on to finish
total number of mistakes was held constant at 120 for all within the 30-day period (violators—finished) and those
participants, this number gave us an index of the accuracyWhO never finished (violators—did not finish). We compared
of each participant (ACCURACY). the following five groups of participants:

The number of participants who finished the task at var-
ious stages of the 30-day period in each of the three ex- Group 1: No goal participantsn(= 37 , of which 23
perimental conditions is shown in table 2. Not surprisingly, finished)
the percentage of participants who finished the task within ~ Group 2: Proximal goal achievers & 10 )
30 days and claimed their payment was higher in the distant Group 3: Proximal goal violatorsi(= 25 , of which 12
goal condition FINISH,,,, = 30/36 = 83.33%) than in the finished)
no goal condition FINISH,,, = 23/37 = 62.16% x?(1) = Group 4: Distant goal achievers & 23 )
3.93 p < .05). However, the participants in the proximal goal Group 5: Distant goal violatorsi(= 13 , of which seven

TABLE 2

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS WHO FINISH THE ASSIGNED TASK: EXPERIMENT 2

Proximal goal Distant goal Proximal + Distant No goal

A. Participants completing

by personal goal

(Achievers)? 10 (29%) 23 (64%) 33 (46%)
B. Participants completing

after personal goal

(Violators—finished)® 12 (34%) 7 (19%) 19 (27%)
C. Participants not com-

pleting in 30 days (Vio-

lators—did not finish) 13 (37%) 6 (17%) 19 (27%) 14 (38%)
Total participants complet-
ing in 30 days (A + B) 22 (63%) 30 (83%) 52 (73%) 23 (62%)

Total number of partici-
pants in condition (A +
B+C) 35 (100%) 36 (100%) 71(100%) 37(100%)

#Participants completing by personal goal: The number of participants in each condition who completed the task within the self-reported duration.
“Participants completing after personal goal: The number of participants in each condition who completed the task after the self-reported duration, but in the 30
days time period.
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TABLE 3

DISTRIBUTION OF NUMBER OF DAYS TAKEN TO FINISH ACROSS EXPERIMENTAL CONDITIONS AND NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS
WHO FINISH THE ASSIGNED TASK: EXPERIMENT 2

No goal Proximal goal Distant goal

Participants % of % of % of % of % of % of

N i b N U b . U b
completing task completers participants completers participants completers participants'
in Count % Cum.% % Cum. % Count % Cum.% % Cum.% Count % Cum. % % Cum. %
1-5 days 1 4 4 3 3 3 14 14 9 9 2 7 7 6 6
6-10 days 5 22 26 14 16 6 27 41 17 26 9 30 37 25 31
11-15 days 4 17 43 11 27 1 5 45 3 29 2 7 43 6 36
16-20 days 4 17 61 11 38 2 9 55 6 34 5 17 60 14 50
21-25 days 2 9 70 5 43 3 14 68 9 43 9 30 90 25 75
26-30 days 7 30 100 19 62 7 32 100 20 63 3 10 100 8 83
Total: 1-30 days 23 100 62 22 100 63 30 100 83

%% of completers is the following percentage: Number of finishers in the specified time/Number of finishers in 30 days.
0% of participants is the following percentage: Number of finishers in the specified time/Number of participants in each condition.

finished) 25.50 versus distant goal violators DAYS, s g, =
) ) ] 25.14 p>.90). Overall, participants who set a goal and

The question we seek to answer is the following: In terms yjig|ated it (group 3 and group 5) took longeDAYS =
of performance, is it better to have no goal at all (group 1), 25.37 than those who had no goalsDAYS, , 4. =
or to have a goal and fail to achieve it (groups 3 and 5)? 15 13 1(39) = 3.22 p = .003. Table 3 shows the fre-
We first compare the percent of participants who finished o,ency distribution of the number of days taken to finish
the task before the 30-day period. For group 1, this percent,o task in each of the experimental conditions.
was 62.16%23/37 ). For groups 3 and 5, the percent was e fyrther compared the accuracy levels of participants

pnly 50% (12 + .7]/[25 *13)). In terms of eventually fin- who successfully completed the task in each of these five
ishing the task, it was apparently better to_have no g(.)al.atgroups by studying the number of mistakes correctly iden-
all than to have had a goal and have failed to attain it, yse e results follow a pattern similar to the number
although this difference was statistically not significant of days taken. Participants who set and achieved a goal—
2y o S 2 .

(x (.1) =112 p= '29).' However, achieving (or failing to either difficult or easy—showed the highest accuracy
achieve) an all-or-nothing goal may also affect subsequent(ACCURACY = 106.90 ACCURACY, ,= 106.95
performance in a graded manner. This was analyzed next,p> 50). Parti%ipfants wHo had set no perrs'c;nal goails were

by focusing on the number of days taken to complete the less accurateACCURACY,, , n = 98.47 p<.05 ) than

task (DAYS) and the number of errors correctly identified h s & ific rel ,
(ACCURACY). the previous two groups. Of specific relevance to our point,

We considered all participants who finished the task and however, participants who had set goals but failed to achieve

compared the number of days it took them to complete the them were the Igast accurate. Ip particular, participants who
task (as measured from the day they picked up the booklet).had set and violated a proximal goal were |e&su-

Not surprisingly, participants who set and achieved the prox- 'até than those who had no goaROCURACY,, 5 g, =

imal goal took the shortest period of time to complete the 91.42 ACCURACY, , 4, = 98.47 t(21) = 1.77, p<

task DAYS, , = 6.40) and participants who set and .05). And participants who had set and violated a distant
achieved the distant goal took significantly longer goal were also less accurate than those who had no goals
(DAYS,, , = 14.04 t(30) = 4.09 p<.001). Participants  (ACCURACY, 55, = 90.29 ACCURACY, ,, = 98.47,

who had set no personal goals took even longer to finisht(13) = 2.15 p < .05). There was no difference in the ac-
the task DAYS,, ; 4, = 18.131(43) = 1.75 p<.05). Of curacy of proximal ACCURACY,, ; 4, = 91.42) versus
specific relevance to our point, however, participants who distant goal violators \CCURACY,, ; ¢, = 90.29 p>

set goals but failed to achieve them took much longer to .80). Overall, participants who set a goal and violated it
finish the task than participants who had set no goals. In (group 3 and group 5) were less accurate (ACCURAEY
particular, participants who set and violated a proximal goal 91.00 than those who had no goalACCURACY, ., =

took significantly longer than those who had no goals 98.47 t(39) = 2.2 p < .05).

(DAYS,, ;s = 25.5Q0 DAYS, ; 4, = 18.13 t(33) = As table 2 and the preceding analyses show, goals—
3.32 p<.001). And participants who set and violated a especially difficult ones—can be counterproductive. Failure
distant goal also took significantly longer than those who to achieve these goals can result in subsequent performance
had no goals QAYS, 5, = 25.14, DAYS, ; ¢, = that is worse than that of participants who had set no goals
18.13 t(23) = 3.04 p < .005. There was no difference in  at all.

the number of days taken by proximal (DAYS,; ¢, = Why did the violation of goals result in poorer perfor-
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mance? Although we had no direct measures that allowedtween these participants and those who set no goals was not
us to analyze the underlying process, we turn to the de- significant, goal violators who eventually finished took sig-
scription of the statements that participants saw in the final nificantly longer and were less accurate than participants
guestionnaire (which they filled in just before being paid) who set no goals.
and their responses for an exploratory analysis. All re-
sponses were on a nine-point scdlef{ Strongly  Disagree, GENERAL DISCUSSION AND
5 = I\.Ie|therAgree. nor D|sagree9=. St_rongly Agree). AII. CONCLUSIONS
participants were initially asked to indicate agreement with
the stateme_nt “This task was dif_ficult, " and we fOUI’I_d no Summary of Research and Discussion
differences in response across either the three experimental ) N
conditions or the five behavioral groups described earlier A large body of literature has documented the beneficial
(M = 7.4 p> .67). Participants in the goal conditions were ~€ffects of goals on performance. In two experiments, how-
asked to agree with the statement “Asking me to set a goal€Ver, we found support for the potential counterproductive
helped me in performing this task.” Not surprisingly, the €ffects of goals. In our first experiment, we found that par-
goal achievers (groups 2 and 4) agreed with this statementticipants who had already violated a savings goal (i.e., their
(M = 7.13, while the goal violators who eventually fin- target discretionary spending) were the most likely to spend
ished (groups 3 and 5) strongly disagredti £ 2.56 p < on an additional _d!scretlonary expense. And in the secon_d
.001). Goal violators were also asked to agree with the state- €xperiment, participants who set and accomplished their
ments “Once | could not meet my self-imposed goal, | felt goal (i.e., a deadline) for completing an assigned task per-
no pressure until the final dead"ne," and “Once my self- formeq Very well. HOWeVer, those who set a goal but failed
imposed deadline passed and | had not finished, | decidedt® achieve it performed poorly as compared to those who
to focus my efforts on other activities and to return to the Set no goals at all. Clearly, although behavioral goals help
proofreading task later.” Agreement was high for both state- i @ number of instances, they also have the potential to
ments W's = 7.86 and 7.28, respectively) and significantly hurt the quality and timeliness of the subsequent output.
different from the midpoint of the scalp & .01 ). The pat- _ We note that we were simultaneously able to find support
tern of agreement with this statement was also reflected infor both the beneficial and the counterproductive effects of
the distribution of the number of days participants took to 90als, in hypothetical choice situations as well as by using
complete the task. As is evident from table 3, after the goal @ real task with goqls. Further, we obtalne_d thesg results in
had passed, the rate of finishing reduced until toward the tWo separate domains of consumer behavior (saving money
very end of the period. All participants were also asked to @nd meeting a deadline), and both in situations where par-
write an open-ended response to the statement “Please thinficipants were either supplied with a goal or they generated
about the number of days you took to finish and whether @ goal of their own. R
you could have finished sooner.” While we did not collect ~ One obvious and immediate implication of our research
a sufficient quantity of responses to allow a meaningful relates to the important practical question, How difficult a
statistical analysis, the response from a subject whose pergoal should an individual set for oneself? At one extreme,
sonal goal was to finish in 10 days but who eventually Very easy goals may not help significantly (e.g., if a subject
finished on the last day is particularly instructive: “I tried N €xperiment 2 had set a goal of completing the task in 30
hard to finish in 10 days and most (of the work) was done days). On the other extreme, our research suggests that very
by (the ninth day). Then something came up and once | got difficult goals might also not help because they might result
|ate' there was no point in rushing since | was late for myself in a deterioration Of performance. ThUS, moderately difficult
(sic). There were still 20 days left and | had other things to 90als may result in the best performance.
do.”

Limitations, Future Experiments, and Potential

Discussion Extensions

In the present experiment, we used three indices of per- We restricted ourselves to all-or-nothing type of goals in
formance. First, we measured the finishing rate, that is, themaking our predictions, and expected deterioration in per-
fraction of participants who successfully finished. Second, formance to occur for all-or-nothing goals because the vi-
we measured the time it took for them to finish. And third, olation of such a goal is coded as a failure. In both our
we investigated the accuracy in detecting mistakes. Resultsexperiments, we described our goals as concrete targets,
of the present experiment were consistent with prior liter- rather than as “do your best” type of objectives. Participants
ature, yet supported our prediction from hypothesis 1. In not meeting the savings goal in experiment 1 or not meeting
particular, we found that the setting of goals—particularly the deadline in experiment 2 were therefore expected to code
achievable ones—improved the probability of finishing the the outcome as a failure. Indeed, we did hear from partic-
assigned task. Goal setting also improved the performanceipants about their perceived failure during debriefing. Failure
for those participants who achieved their goal. However, the to attain an all-or-nothing goal results in demotivation, frus-
participants who could not achieve their personal goals did tration, negative affect, and hence a poorer performance. We
not do well. Although the difference in finishing rate be- also restricted ourselves to goals that could be achieved by
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action in one period only. Unlike many real world goals 1986; Kenny, Kashy, and Bolger 1998). Two, self-efficacy
that are set to accomplish a component of a larger objective,could be manipulated by giving experiment participants sce-
the participants did not have the opportunity to broaden the narios including descriptions portraying the target individ-
scope of the goal to convert a failure into a potential successuals as more (less) efficacious. This process explanation
because they made decisions for the present period onlywould predict that individuals in the low (high) self-efficacy
Given the opportunity to make multiple decisions, we expect condition would perform poorly (better).
that participants will be able to counter some of the negative  Second, negative self-monitoring may cause consumers
effects of failure by broadening the goal, and hence per- to continue doing poorly from their first performance to their
formance may not deteriorate greatly. second one (Cochran and Tesser 1996). If this is the mech-
In order to test for the moderating effect of the above anism through which antecedent failure affects subsequent
variables we would need to conduct an experiment in which performance, a manipulation that causes participants to fo-
the current experiments’ design is embedded in each of thecus more on instances where they actually did well (poorly)
four conditions created by fully crossing two levels of the will improve (worsen) subsequent performance. Such an
Nature of the Goal (all-or-nothing vs. graded) with two lev- elaboration manipulation may also be used to separate this
els of Opportunity to Broaden the Scope of the Goal (no explanation from the fourth one, as explained below.
opportunity vs. opportunity). As a replication of the present  Third, negative emotion from failure (Heath et al. 1999)
research, we would expect to see the counterproductive ef-may affect motivation to follow subsequent similar goals
fects of goals for all-or-nothing goals when there was no (Connolly et al. 1997). In this context, goal-seeking is con-
opportunity to broaden its scope. We would further expect sidered to be a resource that is depleted by negative emotion.
to see a weakening of this effect when the goal was either One manipulation that would test this prediction would in-
converted to be of a graded nature, or its scope could bevolve introducing a windfall gain after the first task is com-
broadened. Finally, we might expect a further weaken- pleted. Similar to the manipulation by Arkes et al. (1994),
ing—or perhaps not see the negative effects of goals athalf the participants could be told that they just won $100
all—when goals are graded and they could be broadened.at a random drawing at their local radio station. This ma-
We plan to investigate these moderating effects in future nipulation would moderate the effect of goal success/failure
research. on subsequent performance (Kenny et al. 1998), by provid-
In this article we demonstrated the possible counterpro- ing participants some positive emotion to offset the negative
ductive nature of goals—specifically, failure to achieve a emotion experienced as a result of failing to attain a goal.
goal leads to poorer subsequent performance. On the basiSpecifically, for participants who receive the windfall, there
of prior research on goal achievement we also speculatedwill be no difference in subsequent performance irrespective
about mechanisms that could explain this effect. As dis- of whether or not they attained their goal. However, partic-
cussed previously, poor performance on a goal may lead toipants who do not receive a windfall will perform better
one (or more) of four possible processes. Consumers who(worse) after achieving (failing to achieve) a goal.
are unable to achieve a goal may: reduce the perception of Fourth, the rebound effect explanation that consumers will
how likely they are to achieve a goal (i.e., decrease self- “let themselves go” after trying to achieve a goal for a while,
efficacy); focus too much on the things they did wrong (i.e., could be tested by the elaboration manipulation mentioned
negative self-monitoring); be unhappy as a result of the earlier for the negative self-monitoring proposition. If the
failure (i.e., negative emotion); or engage in more of the rebound effect actually occurs, however, participants who
forbidden (and less of the desirable) activity after trying to believe they have been doing well (positive elaboration con-
focus on the desirable activity for some time (i.e., rebound dition) will be more likely to perform poorly in a subsequent
effect). These four possible processes result in decreasedask as compared to participants in the negative elaboration
motivation to try to achieve a goal, and subsequent poorercondition, who believe that they have performed poorly in
performance. We now address future work that could teasethe first task. Note that the effect of the elaboration manip-
apart these possible explanations. ulation given a rebound effect will be opposite to that pre-
First, failing to achieve the preassigned goal may result dicted for negative self-monitoring.
in decreased self-efficacy (Bandura and Simon 1977). There As mentioned earlier, these effects are not all mutually
are two possible ways to test for the existence of this process.exclusive and may possibly coexist. For instance, we believe
One, consumers’ perceived self-efficacy could be measuredthat failure to achieve a goal will result in negative emotions
before they begin the first task, and then after they achieveand decreased self-efficacy. A study that measures self-ef-
(fail to achieve) their goal. Measures of self-efficacy could ficacy while simultaneously manipulating emotion (e.g.,
include a set of statements such as “In general, | achievethrough a windfall gain) and elaboration (positive/negative)
the goals | set for myself’ or “Once | set my mind to it, I  will allow us to further study exactly which of these factors
usually accomplish what | set out to do.” If goal performance are crucial antecedents of poor performance and thus con-
affects self-efficacy, consumers who succeed in achievingtribute to the counterproductive effect of goals.
(fail to achieve) the goal would report higher (lower) scores.  In summary, the current program of research studies the
Moreover, this measure would mediate the effect of goal effect of goal achievement performance on subsequent tasks,
achievement on subsequent performance (Baron and Kennythus extending previous research on goal achievement. We



62 JOURNAL OF CONSUMER RESEARCH

believe that goals are desirable and that they help enhance  among Goals, Affect, and Self-Regulation, ed. Leonard L.
performance on a number of different tasks. However, in Martin and Abraham Tesser, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 99-120.
addition to all the benefits of goal setting on performance, Connolly, Terry, Lisa D. Ordonez, and Richard Coughlan (1997),
we demonstrate that under certain conditions, goals canalso  Xegretand Responsibility in the Evaluation of Decision Out-
have counterproductive effects. This research therefore high- ~ ¢0Mes; Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Pro-

. . - cesses, 70 (April), 73-85.
lights the counterproductive effects of goals in a consumer Dhar, Ravi and Itamar Simonson (1999), “Making Complementary

behavior context and also provides an opportunity to t€ase  choices in Consumption Episodes: Highlighting versus Bal-

apart competing explanations for counterproductive effects ancing,” Journal of Marketing Research, 36 (February),

of goals. 20-44,.

Garbarino, Ellen C. and Julie A. Edell (1997), “Cognitive Effort,
Affect, and Choice, Journal of Consumer Research, 24 (Sep-
tember), 147-58.

Gollwitzer, Peter M. (1999), “Implementation Intentions, Strong
Effects of Simple Plans,American Psychologist, 54 (July),

[Dawn lacobucci served as editor and Stephen M. Nowlis
served as associate editor for this article.]
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