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The purpose of the investigation was to determine if 

goal setting has an effect on physical performance in a 

realistic, natural, and competitive athletic environment. 

Subjects were 24 members of a National Collegiate Athletic 

Association Division III varsity men's lacrosse team 

assigned to either a goal-setting group or a "do your best" 

group. Subject performance was assessed on the skills of 

offensive assists, offensive ground balls, defensive ground 

balls, and defensive clears over a 16-game season. Subject 

commitment to the tasks was assessed through questionnaires at 

pre-season, mid-season, and post-season intervals. Results 

revealed no significant differences between the goal-setting 

group and the "do your best" group when performing lacrosse 

skills. However, results from the questionnaire indicated 

significant main effect difficulty of the tasks. These 

results imply that athletes in the goal-setting group felt 

that their goals were not realistic and that it was 

increasingly difficult to reach their goals as the season 

progressed. 



Several factors may account for the lack of significant 

difference between athletes in the prescribed goal-setting 

group and the "do your best" group. First, members of the 

"do your best" group indicated that they set their own goals 

despite the fact that they were not assigned specific goals. 

A second factor contributing to the lack of difference 

between groups was team size, which manifests itself in game 

plans and the amount of playing time per athlete. Because 

the athlete does not have control over some factors which 

influence game situations, he or she may be hindered in 

reaching his or her goals, whether specified or individ-

ually chosen. Therefore, a research methodology that 

manipulates and attempts to control types of goal setting 

may not be appropriate or realistic when applied to the 

natural field environment of a highly organized competitive 

sport. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the business sector, employers have been concerned 

with productivity, and thus, the motivation of their 

employees to perform up to their potential. Athletic 

coaches are not much different from their business 

counterparts and are constantly looking for ways to improve 

their athletes' performances during competition. Success in 

the competitive athletic setting requires both physical 

preparation, in terms of skill and conditioning, and mental 

preparation such as motivation (Locke & Latham, 1985). 

Among the many mental preparation techniques that are 

available, it would appear that goal setting is an effective 

strategy that could be used to improve athletic performance 

and increase an athlete's productivity. 

Throughout the last 17 years, considerable support has 

been found to indicate that goal setting is an effective 

motivational strategy used to improve worker performance in 

the industrial setting (Locke, Shaw, Saari, & Latham, 1981). 

More specifically, Locke (1968) used a variety of studies 

including brainstorming, complex computation, perceptual 

speed, and toy construction to generalize across tasks that 

subjects with hard goals performed better than subjects 



with easy goals. This concept of goal-difficulty has been 

substantiated by more recent studies (Bavelas & Lee 1978; 

LaPorte & Nath, 1976; Latham & Saari, 1979). Further, Locke 

(1968) also found that specific hard goals lead to better 

performance than no goals or a general goal of "do your 

best." These principles of goal setting have been supported 

in both laboratory and field settings in the industrial and 

organizational field (Kaplan & Rothkopf, 1974; LaPorte & 

Nath, 1976; Latham & Saari, 1979; Locke & Bryan, 1966, 1967; 

Mossholder, 1980; Terborg & Miller, 1976). 

Although much research in goal setting has been 

conducted in industry, very little empirical research has 

been conducted in athletics to determine the benefits of 

goal setting or its effect on sport performance. Further-

more, the limited number of studies concerned with goal 

setting in athletics has focused on developing personal 

growth through leadership techniques (Botterill, 1977, 

1978). For example, Botterill (1977) recommended involving 

the athlete in the process of goal setting to maximize 

acceptance of the goal and a commitment to the goal. 

Studies incorporating archery skills (Barnett & Stanick 

1979) and studies using endurance tasks (Botterill 1977; 

Hall, Weinberg, & Jackson, 1987; Weinberg, Bruya, Longino, & 

Jackson, 1988) supported Locke's (1968) finding that goal 

difficulty and specificity of the sport affected task 

performance. Additionally, Burton (1984) found that 



swimmers who are taught goal-setting skills also improve 

their physical performance. 

These sport-related studies substantiated the idea that 

specific difficult goals improve performance; however, the 

literature is equivocal. Barnett (1977) and Hollingsworth 

(1975) found no difference between goal-setting groups on a 

novel motor skill. Weinberg, Bruya, and Jackson (1985) and 

Weinberg, Bruya, Jackson, and Garland (1987), also found no 

significant enhancement of performance between specific 

difficult goal conditions and a "do your best" condition. 

Likewise, Garland found no significant difference in 

enhancement between extremely hard, moderate, or easy goal 

conditions when subjects performed an endurance task 

composed of sit-ups. 

There is considerable evidence of the importance of 

goal setting and the benefits of "difficult" versus "easy" 

goals in the psychological and industrial literature. Yet, 

the empirical findings generated from motor behavior and 

sport performance studies have yielded inconclusive results. 

It is interesting to note that with the exception of Burton 

(1984), all goal-setting research has been conducted in a 

laboratory or assessed in classroom settings. While these 

environments offer control of variables, it is possible that 

the nature of the setting reduced the saliency of the goal-

setting technique. There is a lack of research concerning 

the direct effects of goal-setting upon athletic performance 



in a field environment. Therefore, the importance of this 

concept was examined in the present study. 

Statement of the problem 

The problem of this study was the effects of goal set-

ting on performance enhancement in a competitive athletic 

setting. 

Purpose 

This study was designed to determine if goal setting 

has an effect on physical performance in a realistic, 

natural, and competitive athletic environment. 

Hypothesis 

Athletes in the sport of lacrosse who are assigned 

specific, realistic, and difficult athletic performance 

goals will perform better over a 16-game season than 

athletes told simply to "do their best." The hypothesis 

was tested at the .01 level of significance. 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

The field study was limited to performance data col-

lected during competitive games where extraneous variables 

are beyond control and standardization. In addition, the 

study was delimited to 30 male varsity lacrosse players at 

Salisbury State University during the spring season of 1987. 

Because of the unusually small sample, the generalizability 

of the data is somewhat restricted. 



Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of clarification, the following defi-

nitions and explanations were established for use in this 

study: 

1. Competitive Environment—Formal organized sport in 

which two teams compete against one another, by the rules, 

until there is a winner. 

2. Difficult Goal—A goal that would be reached by 

expending greater effort and attention than would be 

necessary to achieve an easy goal. (Locke, Shaw, Saari, & 

Latham, 1981). 

3. Goal Acceptance—A concept which implies that a 

commitment has been made by the individual to a goal 

assigned by another person (Locke, Shaw, Saari, & Latham, 

1981). 

4. Goal Setting—A process by which an individual 

establishes goals (object or aim of action). The concept is 

similar in meaning to purpose or intent (Locke, 1968). 

5. Realistic Goal—A goal which, with effort, can be 

achieved by the athlete, as determined by the coach 

(expert). 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Coaches have always been concerned about how to 

motivate their athletes to reach optimal performance. 

Frequently, the problem of motivating individuals has been 

very frustrating, especially to coaches, because motivation 

is a construct which suggests that drive and intensity come 

from within. Therefore, motivation is inferred and is not 

easily observed. The coach, then, must employ incentives or 

motivational strategies to strengthen the probability of 

motivational states. Based on the literature, goal setting 

is a viable technique to be used as a motivational strategy 

to improve performance. 

For the past two decades, considerable support has been 

found to indicate that goal setting, in the industrial 

world, is an effective motivational technique used to 

improve worker performance (Locke, Shaw, Saari, & Latham, 

1981). Locke's (1968) theory of goal setting deals with the 

relationship between conscious goals or intentions and task 

performance. The theory is based on the premise that the 

individual's conscious intentions will regulate the actions 

that follow. According to Locke's (1968) theory, the 



individual who sets a difficult goal will perform at a 

higher level than the individual who sets an easy goal. 

Also, setting a specific difficult goal will result in a 

higher performance level than a generalized goal of "do your 

best" or not having any specific goals at all. For goals to 

have an effect on behavior, they must be consciously 

accepted by the person, regardless of whether the goals were 

assigned to the individual or the person participated in the 

goal-setting process. Once a person accepts a goal, he will 

be motivated to obtain that goal and will adjust the effort 

level accordingly for difficult or easy goals. 

Goal Difficulty and Goal Specificity 

Locke's (1968) theory has been extensively tested 

through experiments in the laboratory and in field studies. 

The theory has received extensive support, especially in 

studies investigating the effects of goal difficulty and 

specificity on performance (Latham & Locke, 1975: Yukl & 

Latham, 1978). Early studies by Locke (1968) used a variety 

of tasks to examine the effect on performance of setting 

difficult goals compared to setting easy goals. In some 

studies, subjects were assigned goals by the experimenter, 

whereas in others the subjects set goals for themselves. 

Interviews were conducted to check goal acceptance for those 

subjects whose goals had been set by the researcher. The 

tasks used in these experiments included brainstorming, 

complex computation, addition, perceptual speed, toy 
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construction, reaction time, and grade achievement in 

college, thereby increasing generalizability of the findings 

across tasks. The results indicated that the harder the 

goal, the higher the performance level (Locke, Mento, & 

Katcher, 1978). The results of the studies also indicated 

that subjects with difficult goals actually reached their 

goals less often, but they consistently performed better 

than the experimental groups with easy goals. 

Many studies conducted prior to Locke's work reported 

similar findings. A letter cancellation task (Day & Kaur, 

1965) found that difficult goals led to higher performance 

than easy goals. Mace (1935) conducted one of the first 

studies investigating goal setting in psychomotor 

performance. He found that subjects with difficult goals, 

instructed to improve their scores by 25% per day, improved 

quicker than subjects given easy goals, instructed to 

improve scores by only 5% per day. Subsequently, Locke 

(1966) used data gathered in a code-learning task and found 

that subjects who set high goals in relation to previous 

performances performed better than subjects with lower 

goals. Recent experimental results also support these 

findings (Bavelas & Lee, 1978; LaPorte & Nath, 1976; Latham 

& Saari, 1979; Locke, Mento, & Katcher, 1978; Mento, 

Cartledge, & Locke, 1980). 

Support for difficult goals leading to better 

performance than easier goals was also found by Campbell and 



Ilgen (1976) using a chess task. Initially, however, they 

reported that subjects assigned to difficult chess problems 

performed at a lower level than those subjects assigned the 

easier problems. As the experiment progressed, the subjects 

with the difficult goals performed significantly better than 

the subjects assigned easy problems. A possible explanation 

is that the difficult goals motivated the subjects to adjust 

their effort levels. Therefore, the training on the 

difficult problems increased their skill and knowledge as 

compared to training on the easier ones. It is apparent 

that the subjects with the difficult goals accepted their 

goals and continued to work hard toward reaching their 

goals, even though success was not instant. 

A number of field studies have substantiated the 

findings of these laboratory studies. For example, 

Blumenfield and Leidy (1969) instituted an incentive program 

to motivate salesmen and servicemen to service soft drink 

vending machines. They evaluated the effect goal difficulty 

would have on the performance of checking machines. Their 

results indicated that employees with difficult goals 

checked more vending machines than those employees with easy 

goals. 

Using an energy conservation task, Becker (1978) 

offered support for Locke's contention that a positive 

relationship exists between goal difficulty and performance. 

Eighty families were assigned goals to reduce electricity 
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consumption during the summer. Half of the group was given 

a 20% reduction goal (a difficult goal), whereas the other 

half was given a 2% goal for reduction (an easy goal). The 

group with the difficult goal conserved significantly 

greater amounts of electricity when provided performance 

feedback than the group with the easy goal. Becker 

concluded that as a result of difficult goals and perfor-

mance feedback, performance was improved. 

It seems apparent that the difficulty of the goal is 

very important when using goal setting as a motivational 

technique to improve performance. Studies conducted in the 

industrial setting provide additional support for the 

conclusion that difficult goals will lead to better 

performance than easy goals or no goals. Considerable 

support has been found for this aspect of Locke's theory in 

both laboratory and field settings of the industrial and 

organizational fields. Significant results were found in 

six of eight studies using complex coordination, complex 

computation, perceptual speed, and addition tasks, in which 

subjects assigned specific difficult goals performed at 

higher levels than subjects assigned to do their best (Locke 

& Bryan, 1967). In the other two studies, the groups with 

specific difficult goals improved performance but not 

significantly more than the "do your best" group. 

More recent laboratory research has replicated the 

findings of Locke and Bryan's experiments (e.g., Kaplan & 
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Rothkopf, 1974; LaPorte & Nath 1976; Latham & Saari, 1979; 

Locke et al., 1978; Mossholder, 1980; Organ, 1977; Terborg & 

Miller, 1976). Although negative results were found by 

Organ (1977), this may have resulted from the setting of 

moderate goals rather than difficult goals. According to 

Locke et al. (1978), moderate goals and "do your best" goals 

produce similar results. 

Although many of the field studies were designed to aid 

in solving production problems rather than to test the 

validity of laboratory studies, findings from the field 

research have supported the laboratory results (Ivancevich, 

.1977; Kim & Hamner, 1976; Latham & Kinne, 1974; Latham & 

Yukl, 1975b, 1976). For example, in a field study by Latham 

and Baldes (1975), goal setting was used to attempt to 

increase the net weight of truckloads of logs. The trucks 

were carrying loads considered to be well below the legal 

capacity of the trucks. A specific goal of 94% of the legal 

carrying capacity was assigned to the drivers. In the first 

month, the weight of the load carried increased from 60% of 

the legal capacity to 80% of the legal capacity. After 

three months, the drivers had increased further and were 

exceeding 90% of the legal carrying capacity. The savings 

to the company in the first nine months was approximately 

$250,000. 

Locke's theory indicated that specific difficult goals 

should be set. However, the research is not consistent in 



12 

defining what constitutes a specific difficult goal. 

Specific difficult goals are operationally defined in many 

of the studies. Yet, most of the studies are consistent in 

that they base their goals on previous levels of 

performance. It is apparent, therefore, that there is no 

standard goal across tasks and that the nature of the task 

and the difficulty of the task must be considered when 

setting the level of specific difficult goals (Hall, 1984). 

In most studies of goal setting conducted in both the 

laboratory and field, the experimenters or supervisors have 

set the specificity of the difficult goal arbitrarily, based 

entirely on their perceptions of whether the goals were 

realistic and attainable. For example, Locke and Bryan 

(1967) used an addition task to set specific difficult 

goals. They matched subjects in the specific difficult goal 

group with subjects in the "do your best" group in terms of 

ability. Locke and Bryan took the number of problems 

actually attempted by the "do your best" subjects and set 

that as the goal for the matched subjects in the specific 

difficult goal group. That goal was actually 6% higher than 

the number of correct problems answered by subjects in the 

"do best" group. However, the subjects in the difficult 

goal group believed that the goal represented the number of 

correct answers given by subjects in the "do your best" 

group rather than those attempted, and that they should try 

to answer more problems correctly. 
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Motowidlo, Loehr, and Dunnette (1978) determined three 

different goal levels using the probability of success on an 

arithmetic problem. Specific goals were set using perfor-

mance scores from previous test data for people reaching for 

the 80th, 50th, and 25th percentiles. A subject's goal was 

the number of arithmetic problems that 20% (80th 

percentile), 50%, or 75% (25th percentile) could complete 

correctly. 

Campbell and Ilgen (1976) were more arbitrary in the 

assignment of specific difficult goals. They required 

subjects to solve 20%, 50%, or 80% of the arithmetic 

problems assigned to them. In their study of the job 

performance of typists, Latham and Yukl (1976) allowed the 

typists' supervisors to set weekly goals. The goals were 

set at difficult but attainable levels based on the previous 

week's performance. 

Specific difficult goals can be set either by an 

experimenter or supervisor alone, or subjects may partici-

pate in the goal-setting process. However, no significant 

differences have been found between the studies designed to 

assess performance with goals set by the experimenter and 

those in which the subjects participate in setting the goals 

(Dossett, Latham, & Mitchell, 1979; French, Kay, & Mayer, 

.1966; Latham & Yukl, 1975a; Latham & Yukl, 1976). Although 

there were no statistically significant differences between 

groups, the participative goal setting was superior to 
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assigned goal setting, because that method led to the 

setting of higher goals. Regardless of how the goals were 

set (participatively or assigned), these groups performed 

better than the groups told to "do their best." 

Goal Acceptance 

A basic assumption in the technique of goal setting as 

a motivational tool is that the assigned goal is accepted by 

the subject. If the goal is not accepted, the establishment 

of goals will not lead to improved performance. For 

example, Zander and Newcomb (1967) studied the effects of 

goal setting in United Fund campaigns in 149 communities. 

They found a significant relationship between goal 

difficulty (how much above previous performance) and 

subsequent performance improvement. Goal difficulty was 

found to be moderated by prior success. For instance, goal 

difficulty for the communities with successful (highly 

profitable) campaigns was correlated with subsequent 

improvement. However, this was not the case in communities 

with unsuccessful campaigns. Zander, Forward, and Albert 

(1969) explained the findings of this study in relation to 

goal acceptance and commitment. Successful fund-raising 

campaigns set higher absolute goals and reached a higher 

absolute level of performance than those fund campaigns that 

were unsuccessful. However, when goals were expressed as a 

percentage of the previous year's performance, rather than 
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absolutes, the goals of the successful campaign funds were 

more reasonable than the goals of the unsuccessful 

campaigns. Therefore, the goals of the unsuccessful 

campaign groups were probably viewed as unreasonable and 

thus were not truly accepted, whereas the successful fund 

campaigns accepted their goals and worked to achieve those 

goals. 

Similar results were found by Stedry and Kay (1966) in 

which 19 foremen were assigned either easy or difficult 

goals. The experimenter measured the perceptions of goal 

difficulty of the foremen and found that performance 

improved more in the groups with easy or challenging goals 

than in the group perceived to be impossible. The 

performance of the subjects with the goals perceived as 

impossible actually decreased, which is consistent with 

Locke's (1968) theory that impossible goals are not 

accepted. 

Latham and Baldes' (1975) study involving goal setting 

with truck drivers for a logging operation proved to be 

successful in terms of performance and finances. The 

drivers were assigned a specific difficult goal of 

increasing their loads to 94% of the legal maximum carrying 

capacity. The acceptance of these goals led to an 

improvement in job performance which remained effective 

after seven years. 
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Goal Setting and Performance Feedback 

The influence of goal setting on task performance is 

enhanced by the effects of feedback on the performance. 

This premise was considered by Locke (1968) when he 

suggested that goals and intentions mediate the effects of 

performance feedback. Four reasons were cited to account 

for performance enhancement through feedback: a) knowledge 

of a performance may encourage individuals without specific 

goals to set their own goals in order to aid in the 

improvement of their performance; b) it may lead to 

adjusting previous goals once they have been reached; c) it 

may result in greater effort to achieve a goal if 

individuals interpret their efforts as insufficient to reach 

the goal; and d) individuals may develop new strategies or 

methods to enhance performance based on the feedback 

received. 

When discussing feedback and goal setting, it is 

important to determine whether improvements were made 

because of the goals, the feedback, or a combination of both 

specific goals and feedback. Early studies by Locke (1967 & 

1968), Locke and Bryan (1968 & 1969), and Locke, Cartledge, 

and Koeppel (1968) looked separately at the effects of goal 

setting and the effects of performance feedback. It was 

found that knowledge of results (KR) was insufficient to 

improve performance independent of specific goals. 

Likewise, knowledge of results appeared to be necessary for 
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goal setting to effectively improve performance. In their 

review of the research on the effects of feedback, Locke et 

al. (1981) reported that both goals and knowledge of results 

are necessary in order for performance to be enhanced. 

Neither goals alone nor knowledge of results alone is a 

strong enough condition to optimize performance. Becker 

(1978) supported Locke's conclusion, stating that a person 

adjusted his or her effort toward reaching a specific 

standard only if knowledge of performance as it relates to 

the goal is received. 

The research in industry and organizational behavior 

fails to report field studies in which goal setting and 

feedback were investigated separately (Latham & Yukl, 1975). 

Erez (1977) indicated that researchers were probably 

reluctant to omit feedback when conducting research on goal 

setting in organizations because they believed it was a 

necessary variable for performance to be affected by goal 

setting. 

The findings of two sets of studies led to Locke et 

al's, (1981) conclusion that both KR and specific difficult 

goals are necessary for effective goal setting. The first 

studies looked at the effects KR would have on groups given 

specific difficult goals versus no goals or "do best" goals 

without KR. The results from these studies indicated that 

KR is not sufficient to improve performance without specific 

difficult goals. Therefore, when combined with KR, specific 
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difficult goals will improve performance. Bandura and Simon 

(1977) in their study of overweight clients found that 

clients who kept daily records of their food intake but were 

given no goals to reduce weight, performed no better than a 

control group that had no records or specific goals. 

However, clients who combined keeping daily records of food 

intake and setting specific goals consumed significantly 

less food than the control group. Latham et al. (1978) 

found similar results in a study with engineers and 

scientists on appraisal assignments. Those individuals 

given specific difficult goals based on feedback had 

significantly better performance than those in "do best" and 

control groups. 

Locke (1968) drew his conclusions from a second set of 

studies comparing subjects assigned specific difficult goals 

but provided no KR with subjects who were assigned "do best" 

goals with no KR or no goals at all. Results of these 

studies indicate that specific difficult goals without KR 

will not lead to improvements in performance. However, 

specific difficult goals combined with KR will lead to 

improvements in performance ("At Emery Air Freight," 1973; 

Becker, 1978; Komaki, Barwick, & Scott, 1978; Strang, 

Lawrence & Fowler, 1978). 

In his study on the reduction of the consumption of 

electricity in the home, Becker (1978) found that signifi-

cant savings in energy consumption were found only in the 
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groups that were assigned specific difficult goals (20% 

reduction) and received frequent feedback on their progress. 

Becker's findings were supported by Locke et al. (1981) who 

concluded that to improve performance both specific difficult 

goals and KR are necessary. 

Based on the results of studies conducted in industrial 

and organizational settings, it is evident that using goal 

setting as a motivational technique to improve employee task 

performance is beneficial, and this is one of the most 

replicated findings in the psychological studies of goal 

setting (Locke et al., 1981). In summary, two major 

conclusions are reported in the literature. First, specific 

difficult goals are more effective than easy goals or "do 

your best" goals in improving task performance. Moderate 

goals lead to performance levels between those of groups 

with difficult and easy goals, but do not lead to better 

performance than that of groups with "do your best" goals. 

Secondly, KR must be provided for specific difficult goals 

to be effective in improving task performance. 

Sports and Goal Setting 

Although goal setting has been shown to improve task 

performance in studies of industry and organizations, there 

is limited empirical research to determine the effects of 

goal setting on performance in sports. Most of the research 

related to goal setting and its effect on sports has been 

directed at maximizing the personal growth and development 
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of the athlete through leadership techniques, rather than 

using goal setting as a technique to improve performance 

(Botterill, 1977, 1978). The ideas of leadership presented 

in the sport literature include some of the same principles 

which Locke (1968, Locke, et al, 1981) proposed as 

meaningful principles inherent in goal setting. For 

example, to maximize athletic performance, Botterill (1977) 

recommended using several of the basic components of goal 

setting: (a) setting specific measurable goals so that 

generalized goals are more meaningful and realistic; (b) 

participative goal setting involving the athlete in the goal 

setting process to increase the chance of goal acceptance; 

and (c) reviewing performance as it relates to the set goals 

and providing feedback to the athlete. Botterill indicated 

that this feedback would provide both indicators of success, 

which would cause pride and further motivate the athlete to 

work harder, and failure, which would identify the athlete's 

specific skills which need improvement. 

Botterill (1977) was one of the first to conduct 

research investigating the effects of goal setting 

on physical performance. His study examined five different 

goal-setting conditions to see how goal acceptance and 

behavior would be affected. Seventy-five boys ages 11 to 14 

were pre-tested on an endurance task and then assigned to 

one of the five experimental conditions. Treatment Groups 

A, B, C, and D had specific written goals, whereas Group E 
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was orally assigned a "do your best" goal. Group A develop-

ped its own goals when a consensus by the subjects was 

reached through group discussion. Group B set its own goals 

individually. Group C was yoked to Group A, and Group D was 

yoked to Group B by the experimenter. Goal difficulty for 

Group A was determined by the average increase of goal over 

the pretest. 

Findings of the study indicated that goal setting 

significantly affected performance on the endurance task. 

Group A, using the specific and difficult group-set goals, 

performed significantly better than Groups B, D, and E. 

Differences between Group A and Group C on the task were not 

significant. This finding may have occurred because Group C 

was yoked to Group A by the experimenter and, therefore, it 

also had specific difficult goals. Of the experimenter-set 

goal groups (C and D), only Group C performed better than 

the "do best" group. The performance of Group D did not 

exceed that of the control group because Group D did not 

have difficult goals. Botterill believed that the perfor-

mance of Group A was superior to that of Group C because the 

social pressures of having group-set goals increased the 

subjects' commitment to the goals. This finding supported 

that of Argyle (1957), who found that pressure can be felt 

in both public and private situations, and Wankel and McEwan 

(1976), who concluded that performance results improve if 

goals are made public. 
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Similar conclusions were drawn by Barnett and Stanicek 

(1979) in their study on the effects of goal setting on 

archery achievement. They found that the goal-setting group 

that had specific written and verbal goals had significantly 

better scores than the group that did not set goals. It was 

hypothesized that the procedure of setting goals resulted in 

increased motivation and increased interest in the task, 

thereby leading to superior performance. 

Although the literature has provided some support for 

the application of Locke's theory of goal setting to sports, 

several studies have failed to substantiate his conclusions. 

For example, Hollingsworth (1975) and Barnett (1977) found 

no difference in performance on a juggling task between 

groups assigned specific, difficult goals and groups with no 

goals. Hollingsworth (1975) concluded that subjects in the 

control group may have been influenced to set their own 

goals based upon inherent feedback in the task. 

Hollingsworth believed that the level of difficulty of the 

goals may have been too low. Furthermore, Barnett (1977) 

also concluded that the juggling task provides feedback 

directly to the subjects and allows them to evaluate their 

own performance. From their performance feedback, subjects 

may have been motivated to set their own goals. Additional-

ly, Barnett reported that implicit goal statements were 

being made during the study by subjects in the control 

group. 



23 

Weinberg, Bruya, and Jackson (1985) investigated the 

effect specific goals and goal proximity would have on 

endurance performance. Weinberg et al., conducted a 5-week 

sit-up experiment using 52 subjects divided into four 

treatment groups: a group with long-term goals, a group 

with short-term goals, a group with long-and short-term 

goals, and a group told to "do your best." Subjects were 

tested on a 3-minute sit-up test. Results showed a 

significant difference in performance over trials but no 

difference between groups. This supported Locke's theory 

that specific difficult goals do affect performance. 

However, it would appear that the findings of this study 

contradict Bandura's (1982) conclusion that short-term goals 

improve performance because of the immediate feedback 

provided the individual, whereas long-term goals are too far 

removed to effectively direct one's present actions. 

In their second experiment, Weinberg et al. (1985) made 

two procedural changes. Instead of a 5-week period, the 

study was conducted for only three weeks. This change was 

made because 57% of the subjects in the first experiment 

reached or exceeded the goal of 20% improvement after a 

three-week time interval. Another change included a six-

week practice session for all subjects. This practice 

session was expected to reduce the variability of improve-

ment scores for beginners. These two changes were designed 

to make 20% improvement more difficult to reach, thereby 
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making it a very difficult goal. The results of the second 

experiment again revealed no significant difference between 

the goal setting treatment groups and the "do your best" 

group. The following three reasons were cited to explain 

the lack of difference between groups: (a) subjects in the 

"do your best" group set goals for themselves; (b) subjects 

in the group with short-term goals set long-term goals; and 

(c) subjects in group with long-term goals set short-term 

goals. It would appear that for this type of endurance 

task, setting one's own level of goals is an intuitive 

procedure. 

Using a hand dynamometer to test strength of grip, Hall 

(1984), investigated the effects of different levels of 

specific difficult goals and the effects of concurrent and 

terminal feedback on task performance. The subjects were 

assigned to either 40-second or 70-second improvement groups 

or "do best" groups. The task consisted of holding a 

contraction on the hand dynamometer at one-third maximum 

effort for the 40-and 70- second groups, whereas subjects in 

the third group were asked "to do their best." On the 

second trial, subjects in the 40-and 70- second groups 

received either concurrent feedback or terminal feedback. 

Subjects in the 40-and 70-second goal group performed 

significantly better than the "do your best" group. These 

results may have been determined because the 40-second goal 

group set new goals and continued to hold their grip 
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contraction beyond the set goal, whereas the 70-second goal 

group reached its goal less often and therefore did not set 

new goals. Further, there were no significant differences 

between the group given concurrent feedback and the group 

given terminal feedback. Although no differences were found 

between these feedback techniques, feedback was viewed as 

being informational and as enhancing the effects of goal 

setting. 

Using a hand dynamometer grip endurance task, Hall, 

Weinberg, and Jackson (1987), investigated the effects of 

goal difficulty, goal specificity, endurance performance, 

and use of concurrent or terminal feedback on performance 

enhancement. Results indicated significant goals-by-trials 

interaction, with the 40-and 70-second goal groups exhibi-

ting significantly more improvement than the "do your best" 

group. However, no difference was found between the two 

groups given feedback. 

In a study using a 3-minute sit-up endurance task, 

Weinberg, Bruya, Jackson, and Garland (1987) investigated 

the effects that extremely difficult goals, moderate goals, 

or easy goals would have on performance. Significant dif-

ferences related to goal conditions were not reported. In 

their second experiment, using the same sit-up task, 

Weinberg et al. (1987) assigned subjects to extremely diffi-

cult, highly improbable, or "do your best" goal conditions. 

Again no significant differences in performance were observed. 
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In a more recent study, Weinberg, Bruya, Longino, and 

Jackson (1988) investigated the effect of goal proximity and 

goal specificity on endurance of fourth, fifth, and sixth 

graders using a sit-up task. Subjects were assigned short-

term goals (4% improvement), long-term goals (20% improvement 

over ten weeks), short-and long-term goals, or "do your best" 

goal conditions. Results indicated significant gender and 

grade main effect differences, with boys and sixth graders 

exhibiting the best performance. Also, groups with specific 

goals performed significantly better in Trials 3, 4, and 5 

than the "do your best" group. 

Based upon the research, specific difficult goals, 

feedback, and acceptance of goals are all salient variables 

which enhance physical performance in the laboratory and 

classroom setting. However, there is little information about 

the effects of goal setting on competitive athletic events in 

an actual field environment. One exception is the work of 

Burton (1984) who conducted a study with competitive swimmers 

at a large sports festival to see how psychological traits and 

goal setting interacted. Burton investigated trait self-

confidence (a stable personality characteristic which provides 

a measure of the tendency to be self-confident in competitive 

situations), and state self-confidence (the present state of 

self-confidence, or how self-assured he or she is at the 

moment) to determine how these personality traits relate to 

setting realistic or unrealistic goals. He predicted that 
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swimmers with high levels of self-confidence and lower 

levels of cognitive anxiety would set realistic goals. 

Burton's results indicated that the swimmers who set 

realistic goals were more confident and less anxious than 

those swimmers who set unrealistic goals. He also found 

that the swimmers who set realistic goals expended more 

effort, were more satisfied with their performance, and were 

more accurate in terms of setting future goals. 

Summary 

The positive effects of goal setting represent one of 

the most replicated findings of research conducted in 

industry and organization. The consistency of these 

findings related to goal setting has led coaches to use this 

technique in competitive sports and in physical activity 

settings even though research on goal setting in sports has 

not demonstrated consistent positive effects on physical 

performance. 

Coaches and teachers use goal setting as a motivational 

tool to affect performance by directing attention to the 

task, to generate effort, to increase persistence, and to 

develop new strategies to improve performance (Locke et al., 

1981). in 90% of the studies, Locke et al. (1981) reported 

that specific difficult goals increased performance more 

than easy or "do best" goals. Therefore, for goals to be 

effective in enhancing performance: (a) they must be 

specific and difficult but realistic; (b) they must be 
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accepted by the performer; and (c) feedback in relation 

to performance and progress must be provided. This study 

used these principles to determine the effect of goal 

setting on task performance of members of a competitive 

athletic team. 



CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

Research on goal setting in sports has not demonstrated 

consistent positive effects on physical performance. 

Therefore, the present investigation was conducted to 

determine if goal setting would have an effect on physical 

performance in a competitive athletic environment. 

Subjects 

The subjects for this study were selected from the 

currently eligible 40-member squad of the NCAA Division III 

men's varsity lacrosse team at Salisbury State University, 

Salisbury, Maryland. Criteria for selection were those 

athletes who met a minimum average of 15 minutes of playing 

time per game over the 1987 season. 

Subjects were assigned to a goal setting or a "do your 

best" experimental group based on their team assignment as 

an offensive or defensive player (attackmen, midfielders, 

defensemen). The head lacrosse coach and his assistants 

rank-ordered all team members based upon performance 

proficiency. The Number 1 player was assigned by the 

experimenter to one condition, and the Number 2 player was 

assigned to the other condition. Subsequently, the Number 3 

player was placed in the experimental group with Number 2, 
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whereas the Number 4 player was assigned to the same 

condition as Number 1. Assignment to group continued using 

this stratified method in order to insure that subjects with 

comparable levels of skills were placed in each group. 

Procedures 

Because determining the effects of goal setting on per-

formance enhancement in a competitive and natural athletic 

environment was the objective of the study, the total time 

for the experimental period was 16 weeks, January to May. 

The first two weeks (pre-season) were used to establish the 

investigator's role as a bona fide member of the coaching 

staff and to become familiar with the players. During Weeks 

Three and Four, baseline performances for players from the 

first two games of the season were established. The 

remaining weeks were used to determine the effects of goal 

setting on skill performance of athletes in the 16 remaining 

competitive games of the season. 

During the first team meeting of the season, the head 

coach of the lacrosse team introduced the investigator to 

the team as an assistant coach who would work with the team 

on mental preparation for practices and games. There was no 

mention of a goal-setting study being conducted. The head-

coach also indicated his support for the mental preparation 

coach and his expectation of the players' cooperation with 

him. The experimenter (mental preparation coach) then 

discussed with the team motivational strategies such as 
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stress, anxiety, and other psychological skills discussed in 

Orlick's (1985) Psvchina for Sport: Coaches Training Manual. 

The procedure for establishing goals of individual 

offensive and defensive players included objective and sub-

jective assessments. The first two lacrosse games were 

video-taped, and statistics were recorded for players by an 

assistant on the field and an assistant in the press box. 

The offensive categories that were included in the goal-

setting investigation were "assists" and "ground balls." 

Assists consisted of both 1st and 2nd assists, that is, the 

last two passes that directly lead to the scoring of a goal. 

Ground balls is the term used for any loose ball situation 

in which an offensive player scoops the ball with his stick 

and gains control of the ball. 

The defensive categories that were included in the 

goal-setting investigation were "ground balls" and 

"defensive clears." Defensive ground balls is the term used 

for any loose ball situation in which a defensive player 

scoops the ball with his stick and gains control of the 

ball. Defensive clears are counted when a defensive player 

gains control of the ball and initiates a pass which clears 

the defensive zone to one of his teammates. 

The categories that were included in the goal-setting 

study emphasized individual skills; however, they did not 

interfere with the team concept of the college lacrosse 

team. 
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Once the video tapes of the first two games were 

reviewed and the statistics for all players were computed 

(objective assessment of players' skills), the coaches 

determined realistic but attainable goals for the players in 

the areas of ground balls, assists, and defensive clears. 

These were goals that the coaches (based upon their coaching 

experience) believed each player could attain with work, 

dedication, and effort. Moreover, attaining these goals 

would, in turn, help the team reach its goals. The coaches 

had no knowledge of which athletes were assigned to the 

treatment conditions. 

The goals for improvement were recorded in numerical 

terms rather than percentages. For example, Player A might 

have a goal of improvement on picking up ground balls during 

a game from 2 per game to 5 per game, and a goal of 50 for 

the season. This procedure was employed because numerical 

figures are specific and meaningful (realistic) to players. 

Furthermore, use of a percentage goal would not work as well 

because of the low number of chances to exhibit selected 

skills per game and because the best players would be 

assigned the most difficult goals. 

After the coaches established the offensive and 

defensive goals for the individual players, based on the 

previously mentioned subjective and objective measures, each 

player met with the experimenter in a private session. Each 

player who was assigned to the goal-setting group received 
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his performance goals (those listed by the coaches) at this 

private meeting. The strategy of goal setting was 

explained, and the predetermined goal for that player was 

assigned at that time. The experimenter explained that the 

players' individual goals were determined by the objective 

review of the statistics from the first two games and by the 

recommendation and expectations of the coaches. The 

individual goals of each player were recorded on specific 

forms (Appendix A) which were available for review and 

adjustment, if necessary. 

The subject then signed a modified human subject 

consent form (Appendix A). The subject also was told not to 

discuss his goals with anyone else because these goals were 

his goals only and that other team members would have goals 

that might differ from his, based on the coaches' 

recommendations. The subject was assured that previous work 

in athletics has shown that goal-setting techniques tend to 

enhance physical performance. 

After meeting with subjects from the goal-setting, 

group, the experimenter then conducted individual meetings 

with the "do your best" group. Each member of this group 

signed a consent form. The "do your best" group received 

general performance reports based on the statistics from the 

first two games. However, they were not given concrete 

goals, although the experimenter discussed with each subject 

the importance of giving maximum effort both during practice 
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and during games. Emphasis was placed on "doing your best" 

in every aspect of the game of lacrosse, but controlling 

ground balls, assists, and defensive clears received special 

emphasis. The subjects in the "do your best" group also 

were instructed not to discuss the meeting with other team 

members. They were informed that the information discussed 

was to be known only by the experimenter, the head coach, 

and the individual player. 

Each regular season men's lacrosse game was video-

taped and the statistics were recorded by the team 

statisticians. A lacrosse expert (who was blind to the 

experimental condi- tions) reviewed the films (video) and 

recorded statistics related to ground balls, assists, and 

defensive clears. This procedure helped to reduce potential 

experimenter bias. These statistics were compiled for each 

lacrosse player on the varsity team who met the required 

minimum 15 minute playing time restriction for the entire 

season (16 games). By reviewing the films and compiling 

statistics after each lacrosse game, the experimenter was 

able to record the progress each subject was making toward 

his goals. If a subject had exceeded his original goals for 

four consecutive games, the experimenter would have met with 

the player and adjusted his goals to reflect that progress. 

Likewise, if this condition occurred in the "do your best" 

group, the 

experimenter would have met with the player and would have 
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reminded him to do his best. However, re-evaluation of 

goals was not warranted in this study. 

A pre-season, mid-season, and post-season manipulation 

check was conducted. Each athlete was asked to answer a 

questionnaire at these three times (Appendix B). The ques-

tionnaire was used to (a) determine commitment to the goals, 

(b) ascertain if the players worked hard toward the goals, 

and (c) determine if they were setting their own goals. 

Statements which were used in the questionnaire were adapted 

(modified) from the works of Hall (1984). 

After the last game of the season, each subject 

answered another questionnaire. Once again the object of 

the questionnaire was to determine if subjects assigned to 

the goal-setting group were committed to the goals and to 

see if subjects in the "do your best" group set their own 

goals. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using a one-way ANOVA (goal group 

and "do best" group) for offensive and defensive sub-groups. 

The acceptable alpha level was .01 to account for the small 

sample and to provide additional power to the statistical 

technique. 

The data gathered from the pre-season, mid-season, and 

post-season questionnaires were assessed incorporating a t 

test for paired samples and a two-group repeated measures 

analysis. Alpha level was .05. 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of the present investigation was to 

determine if goal setting would have an effect on physical 

performance in a realistic, natural, and competitive 

athletic environment. One-way analyses of variance were 

performed to assess the effect of goal setting versus "doing 

your best" on skill performance of offensive and defensive 

lacrosse players. Subjects were matched on ability and 

randomly assigned to treatment and control groups. 

Assignment to offensive or defensive group was determined by 

position played. The performance data analyzed were 

offensive assists, offensive ground balls, defensive ground 

balls, and defensive clears as observed over a 16-game 

inter-collegiate lacrosse athletic schedule. Twenty-four 

members of the lacrosse team met the required minimum 15 

minutes per game playing time and were included in the 

experiment. Thus, twelve offensive and twelve defensive 

players were selected, with six players from each of the 

offensive and defensive units assigned to the experimental 

or control conditions. Additional data were gathered 

through questionnaires for the purpose of assessing subject 

commitment to the task at three intervals during the study 
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(pre-season, mid-season, and post-season). 

The four one-way analyses of variance were conducted to 

test the hypothesis that athletes in the sport of lacrosse 

who are assigned specific, realistic, and difficult athletic 

performance goals will perform better over a 16-game season 

than subjects told to "do their best" (See Tables B-6, B-7, 

B-8, and B—9). 

Table 1 reflects overall performance score means and 

standard deviations, for the sample by the number of 

offensive assists, offensive ground balls, defensive ground 

balls, and defensive clears per game. The scores were 

recorded based on the subject's assignment to either the 

goal-setting or the "do your best" group. 

The offensive assist category was analyzed to determine 

if goal-setting techniques would have a greater effect on 

the accomplishment of the skill than merely being told to 

"do your best." The goal-setting group had a mean 17.5 

assists per game compared to 5.2 assists per game for the 

"do best" group. The results of the analysis of variance 

for offensive assists revealed no significant difference 

between groups at the .01 level, F (1, 12) = 2.030, p> .01. 

These findings fail to support the hypothesis of the study. 

A second analysis of variance was conducted to analyze 

the between group scores for offensive ground balls. The 

goal-setting group had a mean score of 58.7 ground balls per 

game compared to the "do best" group's mean score of 38.0 
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Table 1 

Performance Data Between the Goal-Setting and "Do Best" 

Groups for Offensive Assists. Offensive Ground Balls, 

Defensive Ground Balls, and Defensive Clears 

Performance M SD N 

Offensive Assists 
per game 

Goal-setting group 17. 5000 20. 8686 6 

"Do best" group 5. 1667 3. 7639 6 

Offensive ground balls 
per game 

Goal-setting group 58. 667 27. 4348 6 

"Do best" group 38. 000 19. 7282 6 

Defensive ground balls 
per game 

Goal-setting group 42. 000 19. 8796 6 

"Do best" group 23. 8333 17. 0929 6 

Defensive clears 
per game 

Goal-setting group 24. 5000 23. 0282 6 

"Do best" group 12. 3333 9. 3737 6 
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ground balls per game. Again, there was no significant 

difference for the between group scores, F (l, 12) = 2.24, 

E> .01). Therefore, the hypothesis that specific goal-

setting standards would enhance performance was not 

supported. 

The second category of skills included defensive 

techniques. On defensive ground balls, the goal-setting 

group obtained a mean score of 42.0 compared to a mean score 

of 23.8 per game for the "do best" group. However, the 

results of the analysis of variance for the defensive ground 

balls secured per game indicated no significant difference 

between groups, F (1, 12) =2.88, s> .01. The goal-setting 

and "do best" groups were statistically similar in their 

proficiency of playing ground balls. 

The last performance skill analyzed to determine if 

goal setting would have a greater effect on performance than 

"doing your best" was defensive clears. The goal-setting 

group had a mean score 24.5 defensive clears per game 

compared to 12.3 defensive clears per game for the "do best" 

group. An analysis of variance indicated between group 

performances were not statistically significant, F (1,12)= 

0.75, p>.01. Thus, the group that had specific goals and 

the group that did its best were comparable in execution of 

defensive clears per game. 

Additionally, each subject responded to the question-

naire at pre-season, mid-season, and post-season meetings 
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with the experimenter. The questionnaire was used to assess 

subjects' commitment to the assigned tasks. 

The means and standard deviations for the scores on the 

pre-season and mid-season questionnaires for the goal-

setting group and the "do best" group are reported in Tables 

2 and 3, respectively. It is important to note that the 

length of the questionnaires given at pre-season and mid-

season for each group are the same, although the nature of 

the specific questions vary depending upon the experimental 

condition. 

The post-season questionnaire for both the goal-setting 

group and "do best" group (Appendix B) assessed commitment 

using the same five questions that appeared on the pre-

season and mid-season questionnaire, as well as additional 

questions related to effort, perceived performance, and 

perceived success for the task. The means and standard 

deviations for the scores on the post-season questionnaire 

for the goal-setting group and the "do best" group are found 

in Tables 4 and 5 respectively. The range of responses for 

all questions was 0 (not realistic, not confident, not 

difficult, etc.) to 100 (very realistic, very confident, 

very difficult, etc). 

A 2 x 3 (goal group x trials) repeated measures 

analysis for the comparison of means was conducted on 

questions two, four, and five on the pre-season, mid-season, 

and post-season questionnaire for both the goal-setting 
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group and the "do best" group. The repeated measures 

analysis looked at the mean change response for all subjects 

responding to the three questionnaires. 

The results from question number one were not analyzed 

or included because all subjects indicated complete 

acceptance of their goals and agreed to "do their best" 

throughout the experiment. Also, a 2 x 2 (groups x trials) 

repeated measures analysis was employed for responses to 

question number three because confidence level was checked 

only on the pre-season and mid-season questionnaires (see 

Table B-19). There was no significant difference between 

the responses of the goal-setting and the "do best" groups 

regarding confidence in attaining goals or doing their best 

from pre-season to mid-season, F (1, 24) = 1.14, p.> .05. 

A two-group repeated measure analysis was conducted for 

questions two, four, and five to detect any significant main 

effects and/or interactions (see Table B-18, B-20, and B-

21). The analysis of question two indicates that there was 

a significant main effect, F (1, 24) = 5.46, p> .05, between 

the goal-setting group and the "do best" group's mean 

response to the realistic nature of the task. However, there 

were no significant differences between the administration 

of the question nor any significant interactions between the 

groups X administrations, F (2, 24) = 2.07, p> .05. These 

findings may imply that the goal-setting group believed that 

the goals set for them were not realistic. 
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Table 2 

Pre-season and Mid-season Questionnaire Scores for Goal-

Setting Group 

Pre-season Mid-season 

N M SD M SD 

Q 1 Do you accept the 12 1.0 .00 1.0 .00 
goal which has 
been set for you? 

Q 2 DO you think the 12 91.67 21.46 74.83 31.44 
goal which has 
been set for you 
is realistic? 

Q 3 How confident are 12 95.42 8.12 77.92 29.11 
you that you can 
attain the set 
goal? 

Q 4 HOW difficult do 12 50.46 25.64 67.08 21.69 
you perceive the 
goal to be? 

Q 5 How committed are 12 97.08 7.23 92.33 14.20 
you to achieving 
your set goal? 
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Table 3 

Pre-season and Mid-season Questionnaire Scores for the 

"Do Best" Group 

Pre-season Mid-season 

N M SD M SD 

Q 1 Are you willing 12 1.0 .00 1.0 
to do your best? 

.00 

Q 2 Do you think it 12 95.67 4.25 96.67 6.85 
is realistic to 
work hard 
constantly at 
trying to do your 
best at practice 
and in games? 

Q 3 HOW confident 12 95.42 4.98 89.42 23.85 
are you that you 
can give your 
best effort 
throughout 
the season? 

Q 4 HOW difficult do 12 42.50 36.96 29.00 33.21 
you think it 
will be to do 
your best? 

Q 5 How committed 12 98.33 4.44 95.67 8.78 
are you to 
doing your 
best during 
practice games? 
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Table 4 

Post-season Questionnaire Scores for the Goal-Setting Group 

N M SD 

Q 1 Did you accept the goal 12 l.o .00 
which was set for you? 

Q 2 Do you think the goal 12 84.58 16.58 
which was set for you 
is realistic? 

Q 3 How difficult did you 12 72.08 19.36 
perceive the goal to be? 

Q 4 How committed were you 12 89.58 15.59 
to achieving your goal? 

Q 5 How hard did you try on 12 88.33 14.82 
the task? 

Q 6 How well did you 12 88.33 19.51 
perform on the task? 

Q 7 Were you successful 12 75.42 30.56 
on the task? 

Q 8 Would you prefer to 12 1.64 .51 
set your own goal or 
have the experimenter 
set it for you? 

Q 9 If you could set your 12 45.83 26.79 
own goal, how much 
greater than the 
baseline performance 
would it be? 

Q 10 If your goal had been 12 71.0 24.13 
harder, would you have 
tried harder to achieve 
it? 

Q 11 Did you continue to 12 86.25 25.13 
accept the goal 
throughout the 
experiment? 
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Table 5 

Post-season Questionnaire Scores for the "Do Best" Group 

N M 3D 

Q 1 Did you accept the 12 1.0 .00 
request to do your 
best? 

Q 2 Do you think doing 12 91.67 7.79 
your best consistently 
is realistic? 

Q 3 How difficult did you 12 28.75 33.04 
perceive doing your 
best? 

Q 4 How committed were 12 93.92 6.50 
you to doing your 
best? 

Q 5 How hard did you try 12 93.75 5.69 
on the task? 

Q 6 How well did you 12 79.83 23.27 
perform on the skills? 

Q 7 If your goal had been 12 93.33 11.15 
harder, would you 
have tried harder to 
achieve it? 

Q 8 Were you successful 12 86.92 6.29 
on the skills? 

Q 9 Did you continue to 12 92.08 15.44 
accept the request 
to do your best 
throughout the season? 

Q 10 Did you set your own 12 1.25 .45 
goal during the 
experiment? 

Q 11 If yes, what was the 
goal? 
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The response to question four resulted in a significant 

main effect between the goal-setting and "do best" group's 

mean responses to the perceived difficulty of the task, F 

(1, 16) = 22.95, E< .05. These findings imply that the 

goal-setting group felt that it was increasingly more diffi-

cult to reach their goals than the "do your best" group. 

There were no significant differences across administrations 

of the question and no significant interactions between the 

groups x administrations, £ (2, 16) =1.42, p> .05. 

For question five, commitment to the task, there were 

no significant main effects between groups, £ (1, 24) = 

1.65, E> .05, or interactions between groups £ (2, 24) = 

.13, e> .05. Further, there were no significant differences 

across administrations of the questionnaire F (2, 24) = 

1.96, g> .05. 



CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Discussion 

Past research in industry and organization has 

presented overwhelming evidence of the benefits of goal 

setting and of "difficult" versus "easy" goals in effecting 

performance enhancement. However, the empirical findings 

generated from motor behavior and sport performance studies 

have yielded inconclusive results, with the exception of 

Burton (1984), there is little information about the effects 

of goal setting on competitive athletic events in the actual 

field environment. Therefore, this study was designed to 

determine these effects. Specifically, twenty-four players 

on a men's National Collegiate Athletic Association Division 

III lacrosse team participated in an experiment to test 

goal-setting techniques over a 16-game competitive season. 

The results of the present investigation statistically 

did not support the hypothesis that athletes in the sport of 

lacrosse who were assigned specific, realistic, and 

difficult athletic performance goals would perform signifi-

cantly better than subjects told to "do their best." 

Although the subjects in the goal-setting group improved 

their scores on the performance skills assessed more than 
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the subjects in the "do best" group, the results were not 

statistically significant. 

However, it is important to note that the difference in 

mean scores for the four performance measures was consis-

tently large. For example, the performance scores of 

subjects in the goal-setting group were triple or double 

those of the "do best" group on offensive and defensive 

skills. From a practical and applied perspective, these 

differences in physical performance are of critical 

importance to athletes and coaches. Because assignment of 

athletes to groups was matched in terms of skill proficiency 

and positions, the effect of the treatment of specific 

difficult goals versus "do best" goals had a pronounced 

influence on performance over the lacrosse season. Inasmuch 

as the mean differences were large and the sample size was 

small, it seemed appropriate to determine if cell size had a 

major influence on the obtained results. Therefore, a power 

test for determination of significant sample size was 

conducted. The results of that statistical test indicated 

that if 14 subjects had been selected for each condition, 

the findings would support the contention that specific, 

difficult goals lead to better physical performance of 

skills in lacrosse than "do best" goals. 

Thus, the results obtained in this investigation, when 

corrected for sample size, were consistent with the findings 
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of Locke (1968), as well as innumerable other investigators 

who found that groups with specific difficult goals out-

performed groups with general goals or groups told to "do 

your best" (Kaplan & Rothkopf, 1974; LaPorte & Nath, 1976; 

Latham & Saari, 1979; Locke & Bryan, 1966, 1967; Mossholder, 

1980; Terborg & Miller, 1976). Further, the current 

findings substantiated the results of Botterill (1977), 

Barnett and Stanick (1979), and Weinberg, Bruya, and Jackson 

(1985), who reported groups with specific difficult goals 

performed significantly better than those without set goals 

on endurance and motor skill tasks. 

Analysis of data from pre-, mid-, and post-season 

questionnaires yielded between group differences. The 

explanations cited in previous research (Barnett 77; 

Weinberg, Bruya, & Jackson, 1985) that groups with "no set 

goals" and "do best" groups established their own 

performance standards regardless of the research protocol 

appears to have been replicated, to some extent, in the 

present experiment. For example, a few subjects in the "do 

best" group indicated that they set their own goals despite 

the fact that they were not assigned specific goals for the 

season by the experimenter. Further, the sport of lacrosse 

includes an inherent feedback system during practice and 

games that provides opportunities for athletes to set their 

own goals and evaluate their own performance. Players must 

recognize their weaknesses and strive for consistency and 
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improvement if they are to remain competitive for positions 

on the team and for playing time against opponents. There-

fore, it is probable that team members from both the goal-

setting group and the "do best" group developed and met a 

sufficient number of difficult goals to insure their place 

on the team, although the goals for the "do best" group were 

not prescribed, monitored, or re-evaluated by the experi-

menter through the season. 

A second factor that may have contributed to the lack 

of statistical differences between groups was team size. 

Limitations imposed by team size in lacrosse are manifested 

in several ways. The number of athletes that receive enough 

playing time during games to reach their predetermined goals 

is restricted by the number of substitutions made during the 

game and the game plan itself. Also, based on the nature of 

the sport and the flow of the contest, the player has little 

control over the number of situations which call for 

execution of selected skills during actual competition. 

These factors over which athletes lack control may 

explain why the subjects in the goal-setting group found it 

significantly more difficult to reach their goals than 

subjects in the "do best" group (based on responses to the 

task difficulty question). However, recognition of the 

difficulty of their goals may have provided intrinsic 

feedback to the goal-setting group, leading to increased 

efforts on the part of the players. Subsequently, this 



51 

directed focus of attention may have maximized their 

physical performance, and accounted for the large mean 

differences between the two groups. Similarly, subjects in 

the "do best" group found it more realistic to do their best 

during the season than subjects in the goal-setting group. 

Although goal acceptance has been shown to be an important 

factor in research on goal setting, acceptance and 

commitment may be mediated by how realistically the goals 

are perceived to be in relation to given situations. 

Perhaps athletes' perceptions about ease, difficulty, and 

realism are influenced by the extent to which athletes 

believe they are in control of performance and performance 

outcomes. 

Thus, a research methodology that manipulates and 

attempts to statistically determine the effect of different 

types of goal setting may not be appropriate when applied to 

the natural field environment of highly organized competi-

tive sports if the total number of athletes on the team 

precludes an adequate sample size. It is important to 

remember that the number of players on athletic teams may 

reduce the sample size to such an extent that it prohibits 

the probability that statistically significant differences 

between experimental conditions will occur. Nonetheless, 

the practical impact of the finding that over a season the 

enhancement of physical performance for subjects with 

specific goals was twice that of subjects in the "do best" 
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group overrides for coaches and athletes, the importance of 

statistically significant differences between treatment 

groups. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusion is derived from the present 

study: 

The beneficial effects on physical performance of 

specific goal-setting tactics have a greater impact on 

offensive and defensive lacrosse skills than personal "do 

best" goals when applied to the competitive, natural field 

environment. 

Recommendations 

Based on the results of the present study, the 

following recommendations are made for future 

investigations: 

1. The effect of short-term versus long-term goals in 

the competitive athletic setting should be studied. 

2. The influence of goal setting should be 

investigated incorporating goal-setting techniques during 

practice sessions of teams to determine subsequent effects 

on performance in actual competition. 

3. Future studies of this nature should secure 

larger samples to see what effects size of sample has on the 

results. 
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4. A comparison of female and male competitive 

athletic teams is needed to determine if gender effects are 

present when goal-setting strategies are employed. 
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Informed Consent 

During the spring 1987 semester I will work with the 

Salisbury State University Varsity lacrosse team as a mental 

preparation coach. I, as the mental preparation coach, will 

act as the team's sport psychologist and will work with all 

team members on various motivational strategies. Many of the 

meetings between the coach and players will occur on an 

individual basis and any discussions in those meetings will be 

confidential. During and after the spring 1987 lacrosse season 

you will be given a questionnaire which will ask you about your 

feelings concerning the motivational strategies. I will be 

happy to answer any questions you may have about the program 

and assure you that any data collected will be held in the 

strictest confidence. Data collected will have no effect on 

your rank on the team or your playing time. The information 

collected will be used to aid each player in striving to be the 

best he can be. There will be no harmful effects physically, 

emotionally, or psychologically through your involvement in 

this program. 

With my understanding of this, having received this 
information and satisfactory answers to the questions I have 
asked, I voluntarily consent to the procedure cited above. 

Consent given to: _ _ _ _ _ _ 
Date 

Thomas Stitcher 
SIGNED: 

Subject Name 
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Player's Contract 
(Goal Setting Group) 

accept the challenge to strive to 
(Name) 

reach the goal of per game and 
(Number) (Skill) 

per game throughout the lacrosse 
(Number) (Skill) 

season. 

Athlete's Signature 
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Player's Contract 

("Do Your Best" Groups 

accept the challenge to work as 
(Name) 

hard as I can to do my best throughout the lacrosse Season 

on the skills of and 

Athlete's signature 
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Pre-season and Mid-season Questionnaire rGoal Settling) 

1. Do you accept the goal which has been set for you? 

Yes No 

If no, why? 

For the remaining questions circle the point on the scale that 
best represents your response. 

2. Do you think the goal which has been set for you is 
realistic? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
realistic realistic 

3. How confident are you that you can attain the set goal? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
confident confident 

4. How difficult do you perceive the goal to be? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
very v e r y 
e a sY difficult 

5. How committed are you to achieving your set goal? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
n o t . extremely 
committed committed 
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Pre-season and Mid-season Questionnaire 

("Do Your Best" Groups 

1. Are you willing to do your best? 

Yes No 

If no, why? 

For the remaining questions, circle the point on the scale that 
best represents your response. 

2. Do you think it is realistic to work hard constantly at 
trying to do your best at practice and in games? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
realistic realistic 

3. How confident are you that you can give your best effort 
throughout the season? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
confident confident 

4. How difficult do you think it will be to do your best? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
difficult difficult 

5. How committed are you to doing your best during practice 
and games? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
committed committed 
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Post-season Questionnaire fGoal Settincfl 

1. Did you accept the goal which has been set for you? 

Yes No 

If no, why? 

For the remaining questions circle the point on the scale that 
best represents your response. 

2. Do you think the goal which was set for you is realistic? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
realistic realistic 

3. How difficult did you perceive the goal to be? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
very very 
easy difficult 

4. How committed were you to achieving your set goal? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not extremely 
committed committed 

5. How hard did you try on the task? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not extremely 
hard hard 
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Post-season Questionnaire fGoal Setting'! - continued 

6. How well did you perform on the task? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
n o t extremely 
well well 

7. Were you successful on the task? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
n°t extremely 
successful successful 

8. Would you prefer to set your own goal or have the 
experimenter set it for you? 

experimenter self 

9. If you could set your own goal, how much greater than the 
baseline performance would it be? 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

10. If your goal had been harder, would you have tried harder 
to achieve it? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 

11. Did you continue to accept the goal throughout the 
experiment? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not fully 
accept accept 
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Post-season Questionnaire P'Do Your Best'H 

1. Did you accept the request to do your best? 

Yes No 

If no, why? 

For the remaining questions circle the point on the scale that 
best represents your response. 

2. Do you think doing your best consistently is realistic? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not very 
realistic realistic 

3. How difficult did you perceive doing your best? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
very v e r y 
e a sY difficult 

4. How committed were you to doing your best? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
n o t . extremely 
committed committed 

5. How hard did you try on the task? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
llot extremely 
hard h a r d 

6. How well did you perform on the skills? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
no^\ extremely 
w e l 1 well 
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Post-season Questionnaire f"Do Your Best'M - continued 

7. Were you successful on the skills? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
n o t extremely 
successful successful 

8. If your goal had been harder, would you have tried 
harder to achieve it? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 95 100 
not tried tried much 
at all harder 

10. Did you set your own goal during the experiment? 

Yes No 

11. If yes, what was the goal? 
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Analysis of Variance Between Goal-Setting 

and "Do Best" Groups for Offensive Assists 
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Source DF MS 

Between groups 

Within groups 

Residual 

456.3333 1 456.3333 

2248.3333 10 224.8333 

2704.6667 11 

2.0297 

Table 7 

Analysis of Variance Between Goal-Setting and "Do Best" 

Groups for Offensive Ground Balls 

Source DF MS 

Between groups 

Within groups 

Residual 

1281.3333 1 1281.3333 

5709.3333 10 570.933 

6990.6667 11 

2.2443 
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Analysis of Variance Between Goal-Setting 

and "Do Best" Groups for Defensive Ground Balls 
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Source SS DF MS 

Between groups 

Within groups 

Residual 

990.0833 

3436.8333 

4426.9167 

1 

10 

11 

990.0833 

343.6833 

2.8809 

Table 9 

Analysis of Variance Between Goal-Setting 

and "Do Best" Groups for Defensive Clears 

Source SS DF MS 

Between groups 

Within groups 

Residual 

444.0833 1 

3090.8333 10 

3534.9167 11 

444.0833 

309.0833 

.7455 
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Table 10 

Repeated Measures Analysis of Goal-Setting 

Group Questionnaires 

Question #2 (Realistic 

M SD 

Pre-season 

Mid-season 

Post-season 

Source 

91.667 

74.83 

84.58 

SS DF 

21.46 

31.44 

16.57 

MS 

A - Across 1714.39 2 857.19 1.70 
Administrations 

S - within 
Subjects 

A X S 

7874.97 11 715.91 

11088.28 22 504.01 

.206 

Table 11 

t Test For Paired Samples Goal-Setting Group 

Questionnaires 

Question # 3 fConfidence) 

N M SD DF 
2-Tail 
E 

Pre-season 

Questionnaire 12 95.416 8.107 11 1.96 0.076 

Mid-season 
Questionnaire 12 77.916 29.113 
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Table 12 

Repeated Measures Analysis of Goal-Setting Group 

Questionnaires 

Question #4 (Difficulty1 

M SD N 

Pre-season 50 .45 25. 63 11 

Mid-season 66 .81 22. 72 11 

Post-season 75 .00 17. 321 11 

Source SS DF MS F E 

A - Across 
Administrations 778. 30 2 1718.18 4.4 .026 

S - Within 
Subjects 

6956. 06 10 695.61 

A X S 3436. 36 20 389.02 
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Table 13 

Repeated Measures Analysis of Goal-Setting 

Group Questionnaires 

Question # 5 (Commitment1 

M SD N 

Pre-season 97 .083 7. 21 12 

Mid-season 92 .333 14. 20 12 

Post-season 89 .58 15. 58 12 

Source ss DF MS z 

A - Across 
Administrations 

345. 50 2 172.75 1.02 .376 

S - Within 
Subjects 

1750. 67 11 159.15 

A X S 3713. 83 22 168.81 
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Table 14 

Repeated Measures Analysis of "Do Best" 

Group Questionnaires 

Question # 2 (Realistic1 

M J3D N 

Pre-season 95.667 4.25 12 

Mid-season 96.66 6.85 12 

Post-season 91.66 7.78 12 

Source SS DF MS F p 

A - Across 168.00 2 84.00 3.52 .047 
Admi ni strations 

S - within 857.33 11 77.94 
Subjects 

A X S 524.67 22 23.85 

Table 15 

t Test for Paired Samples "Do Best" Group Questionnaires 

Question # 3 fConfidencel 
2-Tail 

N M SD DF t ^ 

Pre-season 

Questionnaire 12 95.416 4.981 11 0.81 .434 

Mid-season 
Questionnaire 12 89.416 23.84 
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Table 16 

Repeated Measures Analysis of "Do Best" Group Questionnaires 

Question # 4 CDifficultyl 

M SD N 

Pre-season 29.0 27.704 6 

Mid-season 31.0 33.985 6 

Post-season 22.0 27.065 6 

Source SS DF MS F e 

A - Across 223.33 2 111.67 .10 .907 
Administrations 

S - Within 1543.33 4 385.83 
Subjects 

A X S 9076.67 8 1134.58 

Table 17 

Repeated Measures Analysis of "Do Best" Group Questionnaires 

Question # 5 (Commitment\ 

M SD N 

Pre-season 98.33 4.438 12 

Mid-season 95.667 8.784 12 

Post-season 93.917 6.501 12 

Source SS DF MS 

A - Across 118.72 2 59.366 1.13 .342 
Administrations 

S - Within 370.31 11 33.66 
Subjects 

A X S 1159.94 22 52.72 
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Table 18 

Two Group Repeated Measures Analysis 

Question # 2 (Realistic^ 

Source SS DF MS E E 

A (Groups) 2167.01 1 2167.01 5.46 .029 

Subjects within 
Groups 8732.31 22 396.92 

B (Questionnaire 
Administrations) 792.19 2 396.16 1.50 .234 

A X B 
(Interaction) 

1090.19 2 545.10 2.07 .139 

B X Subjects 
Within Groups 11612.94 44 263.10 

Table 19 

Two Grout) Repeated Measures Analysis 

Question #3 (Confidence1 

Source SS DF MS E E 

A (Groups) 396.75 1 396.75 1.14 .298 

Subjects within 
Groups 7685.17 22 349.33 

B (Questionnaire 
Administrations) 1656.72 1 1656.75 4.10 .055 

A X B 
(Interaction) 

396.75 1 396.75 .98 .332 

B X Subjects 
within Groups 888.50 22 404.02 
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Table 20 

Two Group Repeated Measures Analysis 

Question 4 4 (Difficulty) 

Source SS DF MS F £ 

A (Groups) 13933.42 1 13933.42 22.95 .000 

Subjects within 8499.39 14 607.10 
Groups 

B (Questionnaire 
Administrations) 739.91 2 369.95 .61 .548 

A X B 1714.91 2 857.45 1.42 .258 
(Interaction) 

B X Subjects 
within Groups 16856.97 28 602.03 

Table 21 

Two Group Repeated Measures Analysis 

Question # 5 (Commitment> 

Source SS DF MS F p 

A (Groups) 159.01 1 159.01 1.65 .212 

Subjects within 
Groups 2120.97 22 96.41 

B (Questionnaire 

Administrations) 434.53 2 217.26 1.96 .153 

A X B (Interaction) 29.69 2 14.85 .13 .875 

B X Subjects within 
Groups 4873.78 44 110.77 
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