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LOCUS OF CONTROL AND GOAL-SETTING '

C. W. VON BERGEN

Loutsiana Tech Untversity

Summary—LEffects of goal-setting and locus of control were studied in 188 un-
dergraduate men in a laboratory setting using a card-sorting task. Two trials were
employed with one of three goals assigned on Trial 2 (casy, moderately difficult, or
hard goals representing, respectively, a 10%, 20%, or 50% increase over Trial 1 card
sort), A curvilinear relationship moderated the relationship between goal-setting and
card sorting when differences in locus of control were examined. However, when
these individual differences were partialled out, a lincar relation between goal-setting
and card sorting typical of the goal-setting literature was obtained.

One of the most researched topics in Industrial/Organizational Psychol-
ogy over the last 20 years has been goal-setting (Locke & Latham, 1990a). A
core finding of this research asserts that there is a linear relationship be-
tween degree of goal difficulty and performance (Locke, Frederick, Buckner,
& Bobko, 1984; Locke, Chah, Harrison, & Lustgarten, 1989). These re-
searchers have attributed this effect to hard goals requiring greater effort
and persistence than easy ones.

There has been, however, little research on the role of individual differ-
ences within the goal-setting paradigm. Investigations which have been
conducted (Locke & Latham, 1990a, 1990b; Martin & Murberger, 1994)
have characterized the results as inconsistent. Nowhere is this more evident
than in the investigation of locus of control.

Locus of Control

Rotter (1966) labeled individuals’ views of an event as occurring by
luck, chance, fate, or under the control of powerful others, as one of exter-
nal control. Individuals who view outcomes as the product of their own ac-
tions, predictable, or within their control, are said to have an internal locus
of control. Rotter hypothesized that there are consistent individual differ-
ences in the extent to which people believe in internal or external control of
reinforcement contingencies and developed a scale to measure these “gener-
alized expectancies” which has been used in much of the research in this
area (Rotter, 1966; Lefcourt, 1982). A consistent finding in this research is
that individuals’ beliefs in external or internal control affect their percep-
tions of outcomes such as performance.
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More pertinent to goal-setting, Locke and Latham (1990a) reported
Bigoness, Keef, and DuBose found a positive relationship between difficulty
of a personal goal and performance for those with an internal orientation;
for those with an external orientation, there was an inverse relationship be-
tween perceived difficulty of a goal and performance. However, the perform-
ance measure was based on self-ratings so results could have been biased by
the use of percept-percept measures. In other studies incorporating more
objective performance criteria belief in internal versus external control had
no moderating effect on performance (e.g., Dossett, Latham, & Mitchell,
1979; Latham & Marshall, 1982; Latham, Steele, & Saari, 1982).

In contrast, other findings from experiments on goal-setting suggest
that internally oriented persons will perform better and that this difference
will be more pronounced for difficult rasks than for easy ones. This is be-
cause internally oriented individuals view their performances as a function of
their skill and with an increasingly difficult task more skill factors are re-
quired to attain the goal. For example, Latham and Yukl (1976) found that
typists with participatively set goals who scored as internally oriented set
more difficult goals than those who scored as externally oriented and had
higher performance. External scorers view factors such as fate or luck as
determinants of the outcomes of their efforts and litde, if any, performance
increase is anticipated as task difficulty increases. Further, the equivocal data
on locus of control may reflect insufficient sample size, inadequate delinea-
tion between externally and internally controlled individuals, or inappropri-
ate categorization of individuals. Hence, this study recruited a large sample,
categorized internal and external scorers as those falling in the top and bot-
tom thirds of the total distribution of ratings (as opposed to dividing at the
median as is typically done), and involved the original, unabridged version
of Rotter’s locus of control scale.

Based on the above considerations three hypotheses were tested. (1)
There will be a positive, linear relationship between difficulty of goal and
performance when locus of control differences are not analyzed. (2) Perform-
ance of internal scorers will increase more than that of externally controlled
scorers on more difficulr tasks, (3) With hard goals higher performance will
be achieved than on moderately difficult goals, and both will result in higher
performance than on casy goals regardless of locus of control scores.

A three-way factorial analysis of variance (locus of control x goal diffi-
culty X pay) was used to test the hypotheses. Pay was included only to assess
whether pay affected the two research variables of interest.

MeTHOD
Pilot Study to Establish Goals
The purpose of the pilot was to select goal difficulties such that 90% of
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the individuals given an easy goal would accomplish it, 50% of the subjects
given a moderately difficult goal would reach it, and 10% of those individu-
als given a hard goal would achieve that one. An iterative procedure was
used which required successive approximations to the predetermined per-
centages expressed above. Using this procedure, an easy goal was defined as
a 10% increase in cards sorted on the second attempt, a moderately difficult
goal was defined as a 20% increase, and a hard goal was defined as a 50%
increase.

Subjects

The subjects were 188 undergraduate men. One hundred and sixteen
subjects were introductory psychology students who participated in partial
fulfillment of their course requirements. Sixty-two subjects were recruited
from a college newspaper advertisement offering money for participation.
Instrument

Rotter’s (1966) original, unmodified Internal-External (I-E) Scale was
employed to measure belief in internal versus external control of reinforce-
ment. The distribution of I-E test scores ranging from three to sixteen was
divided into thirds, defining High (external; 63), Middle, and Low (internal;
63). The mean for the entire distribution of I-E scores was 9.7 and a stan-
dard deviation of 52. Mean I-E test score for the externally controlled
scorers was 15.8; mean I-E test score for the internally controlled scorers
was 4.2

Task and Procedure

Due to logistical considerations the experiment was conducted during
two sessions. In Session 1, the I-E scale was administered. Number of cards
sorted was the performance measure and was obtained from subjects during
a second session which took place one to eight days after the first, The num-
ber of subjects varied from one to eight per session but in most sessions
there were at least four. Each subject was given an individual card-sorting
board with a stack of cards to be sorted. Subjects stood as they sorted the
cards. The card-sorting boards were placed on 30-in. high tables and were
flush with the surface. The card-sorting boards were circumscribed by 36-in.
high partitions which prevented subjects from viewing one another,

Subjects were assigned to a specified partition, introduced to the
card-sorting board, and told that the task was an information-sorting exer-
cise. Each 3-in. x 5-in. card contained information about an individual's sex
(male, female), education (BA, no BA), and income ($5,000-$7,000, $7,000-
$10,000, $10,000+). Thus, 12 configurations of information (2 x 2 x 3} were
possible. The subject’s task was to read the card and place it on one of 12
piles which corresponded to that pattern of information.



742 C. W. VON BERGEN

The task was structured so that performance could vary only along the
quantity dimension. This was accomplished by punching three holes in the
cards the subjects sorted, with one hole corresponding to the sex data on
the card, another hole corresponding to the education data on the card, and
the last hole corresponding to the income data on the card. Thus, 12 unique
patterns of three holes were generated, one pattern for each possible config-
uration of data. Also, 12 corresponding patterns of metal spikes were
attached to a 24-in. X 36-in. sorting board. To sort one card correctly, the
subject was required to identify the pattern of data on the card and then
place the card on the three spikes corresponding to the same information on
the board. If the subject made an error, the card did not fit on the spikes.
Thus, no variation in quality was possible.

After explanation of the task, each subject was given a stack of 24
well-shuffled practice cards, two for each of the 12 possible positions, and
asked to sort them to become familiar with the task. After questions were
answered, the subjects were given a large stack of cards and asked to sort
them as fast as possible for 10 minutes. Then, the subjects were asked to
stop and the cards were removed and taken to another room to be counted.

At this point, subjects were randomly assigned to one of three experi-
mental manipulations: an easy goal (#=59; 10% increase over Trial 1
performance), a moderately difficult goal (#=59; 20% increase over Trial 1
performance), and a hard goal (#=60; 50% increase over Trial 1 perform-
ance). Subjects were told by the experimenter that these percentages were ob-
tained by other participants. Thus, difficulty was conveyed by merely giving
subjects relevant norm data. This procedure has been employed in numer-
ous goal-setting investigations (Locke & Latham, 1990a). Verbal commit-
ment to the goal was then obtained from all subjects. A Jarge stack of cards
was again given to cach subject. This large stack was seen by all subjects as
clearly impossible to sort in the second 10-min. period and was given so
subjects would not set a goal of trying to sort the entire stack of cards. At
this point subjects began card-sorting a second time and were stopped ex-
actly 10 min. later,

In a posttask questionnaire goal acceptance was measured by response
to a single item (“For your second card-sorting try, did you set a perform-
ance goal? If you marked yes, please describe your goal.”). Subjects were
then debriefed, paid (if appropriate), and then dismissed.

Resurrs anp Discussion
The performance criterion was the number of cards sorted on Trial 2.
Means, standard deviations, and #s for internal and external scorers for each
goal are provided in Table 1.
The Cronbach coefficient alpha for the 23-item I-E scale was .79 com-
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puted for all 188 individuals. All groups were compared on their Trial 1
card-sorting scores and no differences were found (p>.05). Because some
subjects were paid while others were not, it was decided to assess whether
payment of subjects affected performance. To evaluate this, a 3-factor (pay,
goal difficulty, locus of control) unequal # analysis of variance design em-
ploying Trial 2 performance as the dependent measure was used. There were
no main effects for pay (F,,,=1.6, p>.05) and no significant interactions
containing the pay factor {Goal x Payment F,,,=2.2, p>.05; Locus of
Control X Payment F,,,,=0.1, p>.05; Locus of Control x Goal x Payment
F,.=1.6, p>.05). Therefore, the pay versus no-pay groups were combined
in all subsequent analyses.

TABLE 1
Meaws, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, aND #s FOR INTERNAL AND
Exrternal Surjects on Triar 2 Carp Sort

Goal Difficulty Internal Scorers External Scorers
M 5D # M ) SD "
Hard 178.1 26,7 20 179.8 26.7 23
Moderate 185.6 46,1 23 161.2 237 17
Easy 159.2 23.3 20 176.4 315 23

Further, a series of one-way analyses of variance indicated that internal
and external subjects in the three difficulties of goal did not differ signifi-
cantly (Fs<1.00) in their response to an item indicating whether they
accepted the assigned goal. All subjects accepted their designated goals.

Hypothesis 1 predicted a linear relationship between difficulty of goal
and performance when all subjects were included in the analysis. This is the
typical goal-setting effect. For all 188 subjects combined, under the easy goal
87% of the subjects assigned the goal atrained it, while under the moderate-
goal condition 52% of the subjects attained the goal; and 10% of the sub-
jects assigned a hard goal were able to accomplish it. Thus, the choice of
difficulty used in the experiment yielded the anticipated difficulties of 10%,
50%, and 90% quite well.

Fig. 1 presents the mean number of cards sorted on Trial 2 for all sub-
jects as well as for subjects classified as internal and external in locus of
control. A positive linear relationship between performance and goal-setting
is clear when all subjects participating in the experiment were examined. A
one-way analysis of variance among the three difficulties of goal vielded an
over-all F, s of 3.15 (p<.05). Planned comparisons among the three means
indicated that only the easy versus hard conditions differed significantly
(p<.05). These results are consistent with predictions from goal-setting the-
ory of a linear function relating goal difficulty and performance.
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Fic. 1. Number of cards sorted on Trial 2 for all subjects (A, »=188) and for subjects
classified as internal (I, #=063) and external (E, #=63) in locus of control

Hypothesis 2 suggested that performance would increase for internal
scorers relative to external scorers as the task goal becomes more difficult.
Essentially, this hypothesis predicts an interaction between goal level and lo-
cus of control. Fig. 1 also contains plots of the mean Trial 2 performance on
each of the goal difficulties for the two locus of control groups. The data
were subjected to a 3 (goal level) x 2 (locus of control) analysis of variance
for unequal #s. No main effects for goal difficulty or locus of control were
obtained. An interaction between goal level and locus of control was ob-
served (F, ,,,=3.97, p<.02) although not in the manner expected (it was an-
ticipated that both internal and external scorers would show a positive linear
relation with the internal scorers’ responses having a steeper slope). For ex-
ternal scorers a U-shaped function was obtained with performance poorest
when the moderately difficult goal was assigned while for internal scorers an
inverted U-shaped function was seen, ie., performance was higher for the
moderately difficult goal.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that, for both locus of control groups, hard
goals would be associated with higher performance than moderately difficult
goals which would show higher performance than easy goals. As indicated in
Fig. 1, the data did not confirm that hypothesis, The interaction suggests
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that the relationship between goal difficulty and performance is moderated
by the subject’s generalized belief in internal versus external control of rein-
forcement. Performance for the internal group tended to be best for the
moderately difficult goal while the external group performed better at easy
and hard goals than the moderate one.

Contrary to research by Latham and his colleagues (Latham & Yukl,
1976; Dossett, et al.,, 1979; Latham & Marshall, 1982; Latham, e¢ a/., 1982),
the present study found belief in internal versus external control had a mod-
erating effect on performance. It may be that the larger sample of the
present study, the use of only men as subjects, the greater differentiation be-
tween internally and externally controlled individuals, or the use of Rotter’s
original 23-item I-E questionnaire may have accounted for these differences.

In summary, goal-setting has been shown to be effective in various in-
dustrial settings (Locke & Latham, 1990a). Perhaps investigation of individ-
ual-difference measures in an applied setting could maximize performance
further by tailoring the goals or tasks assigned to a specific person. This
means that no work situation is optimal for everyone, no type of personality
is most productive in all situations, and that no single generalization about
the effects of strength of motivation will apply to all tasks.

Other individual difference variables to be investigated might include
self-efficacy, need for achievement, and self-esteem. Further, researchers
might explore sex differences and various personality variables within the
goal-setting paradigm using a no-goal control group. Research could focus
on a replication of this study using muldple tasks varying in complexity or
task interest. It is possible that there is an interaction between some aspect
of the task itself (i.e., task complexity) and locus of control.

REFERENCES

Dossert, D. L., Latam, G, P, & Mrrenrw, T R, (1979)  Effects of assigned versus participa-
tively set goals, knowledge of results, and individual differences on employee behavior
when goal difficulty is held constant, Jowrnal of Applied Psychology, 64, 291-298,

Latuam, G. P, & Manrsuary, H. A, (1982) The effects of self-set, participatively sct and as-
signed goals on the performance of government employees. Personnel Psychology, 35, 399-
404,

LathaM, G. B, Streee, T, B, & Saary, L. M, (1982) The effects of participation and goal diffi-
culty on performance. Personnel Psychology, 35, 677-686.

Latham, G. P, &Yurt, G, A, (1976) Effects of assigned and participative goal sctting on per-
formance and job satisfaction. fournal of Applied Psychology, 61, 166-171,

Lercourt, H. M. (1982} Locus of control: current trends in theory and research. (2nd ed.)
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

LockE, E. A, Cuan, D. O, Harmson, S., & LusTGarTen, N, (1989) Separating the effects of
goal specificity from goal level. Organizational Bebavior and Human Decision Processes,
43, 270-287.

Locks, E. A., Freperick, E., Buckner, E., & Bosko, P (1984} Effects of previously assigned
goals on self-set goals and performance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 68, 694-699,
LockE, E. A., & Latuam, G, P (1990a) A theory of goalsetting and task performance. Engle-

wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall,



746 C. W. VON BERGEN

Locke, E. A, & Latram, G. P (1990b) Work motivation and satisfaction: light at the end of
the tunnel. Prychological Seience, 1, 240-246.

Martin, B, A., & Mursercer, M. A. (1994} Effects of self-esteem and assigned goals on actual
and pcrcew:,d performance. Journal of Social Behavior and Personality, 9, 81-87.

Rorrer, J. B. (1966) Generalized expectancies for internal versus external control of reinforce-
ment. Psychological Monographs, 80, No. 1 ( Whole No. 609).

Aceepted February 2, 1995,



