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THE EFFECTS OF PARTICIPATION AND GCAL DIFFICULTY

ON PERFOKMANCE
Abstract

Previcus research comparing the effects c¢i assigned versus participatively
set goals on performance were essentially tests of the null hypothesis in that
goal difficulty level was not systematically manipulated. The present labora-
tory study Investigated the effects of assigned versus participatively set
goals, and the effects of varying goal difficulty level on an arithmetic
task. Elghry-six college students were assigunad to either a participative
goal conditien or cue of three assizned goal conditions. Ia two of the
assigned goal conditions participants were assigned goals equal to those set
in the participative condition, the diffcerence beiag that Individuals in one
group were assioned geals at random and these in cthe other group were assigned
goals on the basis c¢f thelr preseasure scores. DParticipants in the thixd
assigned goal conditicon were randonly assievned a goal in the top quartile of
the foals set participatively. As hypothesized, individuals with hard assigned
goals had higher perforrance than peers with lower goals set in a participa-
tive manncyr., Contrary to mndern organizational thco;y, individuals with parti-
cipatively set goals did not heve hijher perfurmance thaw those with assigned
goals of eyual difticuley. Personality traits wers not found to mederate the

effects of ¢ni! settin on nerformance.
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THE EFFECTS OF PARTICIPATION AND COAL DIFFICULTY

ON PERFORMANCE

Participation is said to be a variable of primarv importance in its own
right by most modern organizational theorists for increasing the value of an
organizazion's human rescurces (e.g., Argyris, 1955; Bennls, 1966: Likert,

1867). This is because participation is said to affect a person's cognitive,

2ffective and behavioral respenses by inecreasing (1) understanding of,

(2) satisfaction with, zad (3) effort to perfora task requirements.,

Empirical evidence in suppor: of each of tigse three assertions canbe found
in the goal setting literature (e.g., lLathom § Sazri, 1979b; Arvey, Dewhirst
& Boling, 1976: Latham & Kinne, 1974; respectively). Uowever, goal setting

theory (Locke, 19683), which Is an outgrowth of classical crganizational theory

(e.g., Toylor, 1911: lLocke, Note 1), downplays the luportance of participa-
tion. Locke {1968) suggested that porticipatien may be effective only to the
extent that it affects a person's geals. Goals in and of therselves can clarify
(cognition) task requivements for an individuosl, inject challenge and meaning
(affect) into a tack, and jucrease effort and persistence (behavior); to the
degree that other factors alco (e.g,, authoritariasnism, delegation) lead to

the setting of and commitrent to specific hard goals (e.g., demand character-
istics), purticipation 3s irrelevant (locke & Schweiger, 1978). Empirical

evidence in surport of Lo~ke's statemernt reparding porticipaticn can be found

Cin the goal rotting literastuarce.
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For example, in a field study iovolving enzineers/scientists, Latham,
Mitchell & Dossett (1978) concluded that participation was important only to
the extent that it leads to the setting of higher goals than is the case where | 1
supervisors assign them unilaterally. This cenclusion wus based on the find- !
ing that (a) goal acceptance was the same in the assigned and participative
goal setting conditions, (b) only individuals who participated in setting thelr

goals had higher performance than peers who were eitiier in the feedback/doc best

condition or the control group, and (c¢) individuals in the participative condi-

|
tion set significantly higher goals that those who were assigned goals.
The importance of pasticipaticn in ralation to goal setting was tested
subsequently in tue lsLoratory and three fizld experivents. The experimental
design in each study involved at lcast tliee goal rconditicuas: (1) a geacral- #

ized goal condition where individunls weve urped to do their best, (2) a geal
specificity condition vhere the supervisor/experimentcr and the employee/sub-
Ject togaetiher agreed upon a specific goal, and (3) 2 goal specificity condition

where each individual was assigned a geal that was agreed upon by the authority

figure and an employece/subject in the second condition. Thus, goal difficulty

was hcld constant between the participacive and assigned goal spccificity
conditions.

The results were essentially the same in four of .the five studies. 1In
the first study, Latham and Saari (1979a) found that college students who werc
assigned roals perforred as well on a brainstorming task as individuals who
participated in serting thelr goals. Moresver, goal attainment was exactly

the same in the two conditions. Seventeen cut of twenty people in each condi-

tion met or creecded thelr peal.




In two field studies involving clerical personnel taking a selection test

end/or receiving a performance appraisal (Dcssett, Latham & Mitchell, 1979)

there was no significant difference in the performance of those with assigned
versus participatively set goals. On the selection test, however, goal attain-
ment was higher in the assigned condition than it was in the participative
condition, even though there was no difference in overall performance. Further-
more, in the first performance appraisal session, goal acceptance was signifi-
cantly higher and performance was marginally higher in the assigned conditicn i
than it was ip the participative condition. No significant differences on
these measures emerged in the two subsequant appraisal periods conducted three
and six months later. The authors concluded that participation in goal set-
ting has no grcacer effect on performance, goal attaimment, or goal acceptance
than assigned goals when goal difficulty is héld constant,

In a fourth study (Latham & Marshall, 1980), ¢ povernment agency desired
to define effective supervisory behavior. Seveuty-six government cmployees
participated ia the job analysis. The employees were randomly assigned to one

of three goal setting conditions: self-set, participatively set, cr assigned

goals, The task required cach individual to brainstorm individually job
behaviors that had been scen to make the difference betwecen cffective and
ineffective job behavior as a supervisor. Goals wazre set In terms of the
number of behaviors to be llsted within 20 minutes. There was no significant
difference in goal diff{iculty betwecn those with participatively set goals
and those with self-set gfoals. Goal difficulty was held constant between the
participative and azssipned goal conditions by Imposing a goal agreed upon by

an cmployee In the participriive coendition upen an cuplovee in the assigned

S SRR SR i .




condition. There was no significant difference among the three goal setting
conditions regarding goal acceptance or actual verformance. This was true
regardless of employee age, education, position level, years as a supervisor,
or time employed in the public sector. j

In the fifth study in this series, Latham and Saari (1979b) tested the
hypothesis that assigned goals are effective only when a supervisor exhibits a
supportive managerial style. The principle of supportive relationships with
employees, like participation, i1s a key variable in most modern organizational
theories for increasing human resource effectiveness (e.g., Likert, 1961, 1967).
A supportive managerial style was defined in that study by behaviors such as
assuring the subject that he/she can fulfill the task requirements, encouraging
the perscn to ask questious, and asking rather than telling the person to do
things. The results of the study were irconc¢lusive bezause although the
experimenter in the supportive conditicn was rated by the subjects as signifi-
cantly more supportive thzan the same experimenter in the nonsupportive condi-
tion, individuals in both conditions perceived that the experimenter was
behaving in s supportive manper. Contrary to the previous studies, participa-
tion in goal setting resulted in higher performance than was the case vhere
the goals were assigned, even though goal difficulty was held constant between
the two goal setting conditions. The authors suggesgcd that participation in
goal setting might have been more effective than assigned geoals because 1t
resulted in subjects asking performance-related questions which increased
their understanding of what was required of them.

A limfitation ¢! the experimental desipn used in each of the five studies

revicewed here is rlhiat coiparisons between assirned and participatively set




goals were essentially a test of the null hypethesis. That 1is, goal difficulty

was held constant between participative and assigned goal setting conditions
rather than being systematically manipulated. The purpose of the study 1
described below was to replicate the findings of the five previous studies 4
with an experimental design where the difficulty level of assigned gnals was ]
wmanipulated rather than only being held equal. A secondary purpese was to
correct a potential flaw in the design of the two laboratory studies by lLathanm
and Saari (197%a,b) and the field study by Latham ond Marshall (1980).

In those three studies, goals were assiguned to individuals in the A=
condition regardlass of their e¢bility. Thus some people in the A= condition
may have received a goal tiat was above or below their ability to attain. This
procedure was not a problem in the second field study by Dossett et al. (1979).

In that study cach employee was matched with a person of similar ability on a

performance appraisal premeasure score before being randomly assigned to a

participative or an assinned goal condition. In the Latham and Saari studies

it was not practical to collect premeasures on college students, match them on
ability, randsmly assign them to conditions, and then request them to return

at a later date to pervform the task. Similarly, it was difficult in the
Latham and Marshall study (1980) to collect premeasures from government employ-
ees In a non-research scttine.

The hypotheses of the prescent study were that individuals with hard
assigned goals would have higher periormance than peers with lower goals which
were sot i 2 marticipatery manner, aad thot with gosl difficulty held constant,
individual . vith po-ticinatively set gaals would have higher performance than

- peers with o <denen anals. The first hypothesis is based on Locke's (1968)
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theory of goal settin;. The secend hvpothesis {s based on nwdern orgsniza-

tional theory (Likert, 1947).

Method

Subjects

Eighty-six college students (52 female, 34 male) participated in this
study. Half were randomly assizned to cither participative goal setti g (P)
where the subject and the experimenter agreed upon a specific goal to work
toward atteiuing, or to assigned equal (A=) vhere cach subject was randomly
assigned a geal that wos szt by a subject Ia . The cther half were randomly
placed in assigned watchod equal (AM=) where cach subject was matched on
ability with a person in ! and then was assigued that persen's goal, or to
assigncd hard (A1) where subjects were assirned a gonl selected at randonm from
those that fell in the top quartile of the gfouals set in the participative con-

dition. The subjects were druwn from the sa~~ subject pool at the University

of Washington.

Personality Vaviables

Irdividual differences in personality variables were measured to deter-
inine if they acted as moderators of the goal sctting condition-perfoimance
relationship. The personality varlables of Interest in this study were:

(1) need four achiceversnt, (2) need {for Indevciadence, (2) self-esteem, and
(4) lecu: of ceatrel. The teats uscd to meassure theno personality variables

werc the «are as those wvsed in provicus studics, and have been described in

detail eloowhere (Latham & Yubl, 3976).




Task Duscription

The task requirced each individual to average the ratings on scven 7-point
Likert type items (e.”., 544 +14+3+2+5+4=3,43) for each of 10 performance
criteria. The criteria were in the form of behavioral observation scales
(BOS; Latham & Veilev, 19%1). To provide tnc¢ task with a sense of {mportance,
each perscon was told that a local coumpany had ezployed the authers to evaluate
the company’s performance appraisal system for first-line supervisors in terms
of rating errors. It wvas stressed that this was not an experiment per se
because scoring accuracy was critical rot only for checkiug rating errors but
for ensuring that 2 supervissr's persomne! record was not adverscly affected
for compensation/proezotion decisions.

In reality, tie naws of the suvervisors were fictiticus. The item rat-

ings had been wade by the authors so that tash Jifficulty was held constant

across the appraisal forms.

After calculating a mean rating to tve decimal places fer each superviscr
on each criterion, the subicct was reguired to give a letter grade (A-E) to
the supervisor. The grade wes based en a predeternired vaw score range that
had been provided for each grader {e.g., 5.53=18). The perforrance measure in

r

this study was the runber of perforome appraisal prades listed by cach

subject.

Procedure.

Each subject wvorked alon2 in an office settii., A clock was provided so
that the person conld bocp track ef tico,

Pricr to the wxroriveata? nentpulaticas, cach person was given five min-

utes to work on o cub-et of the eqperisirial task., tach fadividual was given




the fnstruction to do "as minv caiculations as pessible” within the five minute
time pericd. The stazed purpose cof this nremeasure was to determine the
aptitude/ability of people to periorm this task accurately. The actual purpose
was to collect premeasure scores. :
After obtaining the picmeasure, and discussing 1t with the subject, the :
experimenter requested each person in the participoetive cendition to set a
specific, difficult, but atrainable goal in terms of the number of grades that
could be calculated within 20 minutes. Tf the goal was extrenely high or
extremely low relative to the premeasure, the experimenter reemphasized that
the goal should be diftficult but attainable, and asted the person whether the
goal specified truly mel that criterlon. ¥Prier to beglinning the task, the iadi-
vidual wois asited to repost th: goal that was to be mer within the 20 ninute
time pariced.
In the threa assicnes! goal ceoaditicas (&=, &=, and A%, the precedure
was identical in that the pereen was to verbalize tha goal that was to be
attained within 20 minures. However, the individual had no discussion with the

experimenter as to what constitucd a diffisult goal. The goal was assigned by

the experirenter. 7lhe subjects, like thosce in the participative condition,
were sirply told that pecple with specific hard goals pet results.
At the end of the 2C riuute tine neriod cach person completed a question-
naire containing the followine 5-peint Likerc-tvpe items:
(a) How ruch influcnce did vou peraurally have over the coal (nusber of
grudes) that was sot?

(b) Counparcd to the experimenter, how =ach fa7lucnce did you have over the

50al (nunter of goad ) that vas sut?




(c) Hov difficult was it for you to attain the goal that you worked toward
attaining?

(d) Forgetting the goal that was set, how difficult was the task itself?

(e) How much satisfaction did you experience from working toward the goal?

(f) Yow committed were vou to zttaining the goal?
(g) How important was goal attainment to your fceling of achievement and
accomplishment?
To overcome tha nroblem in previous goal setting studies of confounding
goal difficulty lev~ with an individual's ability, as well as that of testing
the null hypothesis by only holding goal difficulty constant between the essigned
and participative goal conditiuvns, we randomly assignod people to either an A% or
the AM= condition after subjectc had been run in the P znd A= conditions. These
people were from the same subient pool as th;se who were randorly assigned to
the P and A= conditions. As noted earlier, the pecple in the AN condition
recelved a goal from the top quartile of goals set by individuals in the parti-~
cipative condition without regard to premeasure scores. The people in the A=
condition were matched with a person in the P condition on the basis of a pre-
measure, and were then assigned that person's goal. 1f there were no signifi-
cant differences in performance among P, A=, and All=, and the AT group had the
highest performance, we Lelieved that it could be concluded safely that the
flaw in the design of the previous studies was not a serious one.

/
Results

Participaticn. Individuals in the participative condition reported more

influence in sctting their goals (X =8.86, SD=1,42) than did individuals in
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the A= (X=4.45, SD=2.86), AM~ (X=4.05, SD=2.75) or the A4 (X=4.00, SD=
2.47) conditions (t=5.991, p(.01; t=6.54, p{.01l; t=6.45, p <.01, respec-
tively). An analysis of variance revealed no significant differences among

the three assigned goal setting conditicns. Cronbach's alpha for the two five-
point goal influence questions was .92.

Goal difficultyv. There was no significant difference betwezn the parti-

cipative and the A= or AlM= conditions on perceptions of goal difffculty. How-
ever, there were significant differences between those in the A1 conditions
(X=3.50, SD=1.10) versus those in the P (X=2.64, SD=1.22; t=2.22, p<.05),
A= (X=2.73, SD=1.55; t=1.99, p<.05), and AM= (X =2.45, SD=~1.10: t=2.69,
P ¢.05) conditions. These results correspond with the actual mean goal diff1-
culty levels in the three conditions: AT (X=54.80, SD=4.14), P (X=43.45,
SD=12.14), A= (X=43.45, SD=12.14), and AM= (¥=43.45, SD=12.14).

Task difficulty. An analysis of variance revealed no significant differ-

ences among the four conditions regarding perceptions of task difficulty.

Goal acceptance. There was no significant difference among conditicns

regarding goal acceptance. The number of people who did not accept their goal
in the P, A=, AM=, and Af conditions was 3, 5, 2, and 4, respectively. These
people were deleted from the analysis on performance because they had a score
of 8 or less as a summed response to the three Snpoiqt quastions on acceptance
(Cronbach's alpha = .84).

Performance. A test for homogcnelty of rcgression coefficients revealed
no significant difference among the four conditions. Thus, an analysis of
covariance was conduacted using the premenrsure as a covariate. The F was not

significant. The adjusted mean performance levels for A%, AM=, A=, and P were




11

53.40, 47.48, 46.43, and 46.55, respectively. Since a priori comparisons
between particivative and assigned goal setting were formulated nrior to, and
apart from, inspection of the data, three planned t-tests were conducted. No
significant differcnce was found batween partiéipative #oal setting and the AM=»
or the A= conditions. However, performance in the A condition was signifi-
cantly higher than performance in P (t=2.16, df =67, p < .05).

Moderator Variables. The subjects were split at the median with regard

to their scores on the personality tests. No main or fnteraction effects were

obtained.
Discossion

The findings of this study replicate the major conclusions of previous
research on participaticen and gnal difficulty. That is, when goal d;fficulty
is held constant, participation does net Increase performance above that
attained with assigned goals. In additien, the finding that performance was
highest in the ET condition supperts a major hypothesis of geal setting theory,
namely that the higher the goal the higher the performance providing that the
goal is accepted.

It is possible that subjects in the AT condition wore somehow different
from those in the P or A= conditions. Heuever, this arsument leses credence
if one looks at the finding of no significant differences between A= and AM=,
Both A= and Ali= perfornied significantly worse than AT,

That there was no sivnificant difference in perferzance eriong the P, A=,

and AM= conditions neovides fuvcher cuspo vt for the hyoothesis that narticipa-

tion in goeal settisg is inportant eniv to the exteat that it leads to the




setting of higher goals than is the case where the supervisor assigrns thenm

unilaterally. This is true repardless of the persun's self esteem, telief
in internal or cxternal control, or needs for achievement and independence.

This would avpear to be a rather robust finding when viewed in conjfunction

with the five previous studies in this area.
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