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Abstract 

        Goal setting is one of the most researched and useful approaches to 
helping managers guide others’ behavior at work, and is highlighted in practically 
every introductory text on management and organizational behavior. In this 
paper, I present an easy, short, yet powerful exercise for introducing the goal 
setting concept to a class. The exercise itself takes about three minutes, but 
overall can take ten to forty (or more) minutes, depending on how one chooses to 
handle the debriefing. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Goal setting, according to the title of the oft-cited piece by Latham and 
Locke (1979), is “a motivational technique that works.” It is one of the most 



researched (e.g., Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002) and useful (e.g., Latham, 2003) 
approaches to helping managers guide others’ behavior at work, and is still 
stimulating investigation (e.g., Bandura & Locke, 2003). 

In this paper, I present an easy, short, yet powerful exercise for 
introducing the goal setting concept to a class. I most often use this exercise in 
an introductory management or organizational behavior course, consisting of 
approximately 45 juniors, but I have found that it works well with younger and 
even graduate students. The biggest restriction is class size. For reasons that will 
be come clear, the exercise might not be as effective with classes of fewer than 
24 students. 

The exercise itself takes about three minutes, but overall can take ten to 
forty (or more) minutes, depending on how you choose to handle the debriefing. 
The amount of class time varies by the amount of material you want to introduce 
and how much student discussion you wish to include. 

 

The Exercise  

 
            Preparation of the exercise is simple. Prepare slips of paper, stapled 
closed so that the instructions on the slips cannot be read until the slips are 
opened. On each slip is one of the following instructions. 

A.  In the next minute, write down as many uses for a paperclip as you 
can.  
B.  In the next minute, write down four (4) uses for a paperclip.  
C.  In the next minute, write down seven (7) uses for a paperclip.  

As might be obvious, one-third of the class gets each of the instructions. I 
have one sheet of paper that has all three instructions on it, duplicate that paper 
the appropriate number of times, and then cut and staple. 

Distribute the slips to the class – there’s no need to worry about who gets 
which instruction – while telling them not to open their slips until instructed. Tell 
them to have ready something to write with, and that they can write on the back 
of the slip if they want to. Once everyone has a slip, instruct them to open it and 
do what is requested. Start timing one minute. 

During the minute that the students are working on their tasks, prepare a 
grid – on a whiteboard, chalkboard, overhead transparency, etc. – with rows 
marked “A” “B” and “C” and columns marked “0” “1” through “8+” 



At the end of the minute, tell them to stop. Ask, “Who had an instruction 
that started with ‘A?’” Pick someone to read aloud the instruction. Next to the “A” 
on your grid, write “do your best.” Ask for a showing of hands from only those 
students with the “A” instruction for those who came up with zero uses for a 
paperclip, one, two, on so on. Place tick marks on your grid to record the scores. 

Next, ask for someone to read the “B” instruction. Write “easy” next to the 
“B” on your grid. Again, get a tally from the “B” instruction students. Finally, have 
someone read the “C” instruction. Write “hard” next to the “C” on your grid, and 
proceed with the tally. 

 

The “Ideal” Outcome  

 
         When you are done recording the scores, an ideal set of results might look like this:  

 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8+ 

A 
Do 
your 
best 

 /// /// // / /    

B 
Easy 

   /// ///////     

C 
Hard 

     // // //////  

    

What Can We Learn?  

 
         Using the set of tick marks to illustrate your points, the basic requirements 
for effective goal setting are easily demonstrated. 

Specific: Overall, the specific goal conditions (B and C) outperformed the no-goal 
“do your best” instruction (A). A “do your best” goal is as good as no goal at all. 

Difficult, but achievable: Students with the hard goal (C) outperformed those with 
the easy goal (B). If you ask your students “Why?” they will tell you that people 
are trained to stop when hitting a goal. Ask some of the “B” students if they 
finished before the minute was up and/or if they could have come up with more 



uses for a paperclip. Some will say yes. You can make the point that with easy 
goals, the “manager” misses out on performance capability. You might find that 
on the other end, those with the easy goal were not very motivated by it because 
it did not provide much of a challenge (intrinsic motivation, need for achievement, 
etc.). Ask the B and C students what would have happened if the instruction had 
been to come up with 43 uses. The point here is that goals must be seen as 
achievable, in order for them to be accepted, which leads to… 

Acceptance (a.k.a., Commitment): Ask all of your students why they wrote any 
uses for a paperclip in the first place. Note that it had nothing to do with extrinsic 
rewards. The situation/context can be enough to gain acceptance. This one point 
alone is useful for distinguishing goal setting from the other motivational 
techniques usually taught within the same unit of the course. I point out to them 
that we accept that the boss gets to ask us to get certain things done. “What if I 
stopped you downtown and asked you to write...?” That usually gets a laugh, and 
further drives home the point. I also point out that different circumstances might 
require that rewards be included in order to gain acceptance, or that even if no 
rewards are needed at first, they might be needed over time to maintain 
acceptance. This moment could provide an opportunity to tie goal setting in with 
equity considerations (and, later, reinforcement or organizational behavior 
modification). 

Feedback: “How did you know how you were doing, whether you were reaching 
your goal?” This usually proves to be a surprisingly difficult question. It takes a 
few tries before someone notes that they can see it for themselves by looking at 
the list they are writing. Building feedback into the job becomes an additional 
learning point. Note for them that there was no need to wait for the instructor to 
put the tick marks on the board, just as it is best not to have to wait for a weekly 
computer report or a quarterly discussion with management to find out how one 
is doing at work. A good story about the power of a little self-feedback is the 
Emery Air Freight example (Hamner & Hamner, 1976), even if it usually is used 
to illustrate organizational behavior modification. 

 

The Even More Useful “Non-Ideal” Outcome  

 
           More likely, you will get a set of results that look something like this:  

 
 



 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8+ 

A 
Do 
your 
best 

 /// /// //   / // / 

B 
Easy 

  / //// ///////     

C 
Hard 

// //    //// // //  

 
 
 

           I have found that no matter what the results, a little digging into the causes 
will help reveal interesting and well established principles of goal setting. Talk 
with the students whose performances are represented by specific cells. For 
example: 

A6, A7 and A8: “Did you see the instruction and think ‘This might be fun’ or ‘an 
interesting challenge’? Here, the power of intrinsic motivation or self-set goals 
can be discussed (e.g., Moussa, 2000). I’ve even had students exceed the hard 
goal because they see themselves as “overachievers” (the students’ word) or 
because they were not happy with the quality of some of their ideas, so they 
wrote more in order to make up for it – basically adding a self-set “quality” goal to 
the assigned performance goal. 

B3, C5 and C6: “Why didn’t you meet the goal?” The role of skill/ability and 
resources (time) can be brought in (e.g., Tubbs, 1994). 

C0 and C1: “Did you see the instruction and think ‘too hard; no way?’” These 
cells illustrate the importance of finding the proper goal level and its impact on 
acceptance. It also allows you to add but achievable to difficult without having to 
ask about a goal of 43 uses. 

Your results will vary, and I have always found that that is part of the fun. 
Debriefing this simple exercise can keep you on your toes. I also have found that 
it might take a few tries to determine what constitutes “easy” and “hard” goals for 
this task with different populations of students. You may want to adjust the 
instructions to match the paperclip use creativity of your students. 

 

Additional Issues  



 
               After covering the four “required” points for effective goal setting, I also 
discuss the role of participation in goal setting, or self-set versus assigned goals 
(e.g., Donovan & Radosevich, 1998; Hinsz, 1995; Latham & Yukl, 1975; Ludwig 
& Geller, 1997; Moussa, 2000; Wofford, Goodwin & Premack, 1992). I include 
this point because students usually are very big on the idea of everybody getting 
together to decide what to do, and often have a naïve psychologist’s perspective 
of participation always leading to better results. I quickly review how participation 
might lead to higher goals than the “manager” might set on his/her own, but that 
it also could lead to lower goals, and then what do you do? Participation might be 
useful for gaining acceptance in some circumstances or increasing satisfaction, 
but overall is not necessary for goal setting to work. 

Depending on the course and the amount of detail you wish to include 
about goals, other interesting points include:  

• The simple but powerful early research with loggers, 
where specific goals and self-recorded tally sheets led to 
remarkable results (e.g., Latham & Baldes, 1975; Latham & 
Locke, 1975; Latham & Yukl, 1975). 

• Details on the role of goal commitment (e.g., Donovan & 
Radosevich, 1998 [the level of goal commitment may not be 
as important as we generally believe, based on a meta-
analysis]; Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, Wright & DeShon, 
2001 [on the measurement of commitment]; Tubbs, 1994 [on 
the debate over measurement and the role of ability]; 
Wofford, Goodwin & Premack, 1992 [goal commitment really 
is important, based on a meta-analysis]). 

• Types of goals  

o Quality of output versus quantity of output 
(e.g., Audia, Kristof-Brown, Brown & Locke, 
1996).  
o Mastery/learning (improving one’s 
competence) versus performance/outcome 
(proving oneself against others, e.g., Barron & 
Harackiewicz, 2001; Harackiewicz, Barron, 
Carter, Lehto & Elliot, 1997 [both types have 
beneficial roles]; Kristof-Brown & Stevens, 
2001 [differential effects of both types in a 
team setting]; VandeWalle, Brown, Cron & 
Slocum, 1999 [goals that focus on learning are 
superior to goals that focus on performance, in 
some situations]; Winters & Latham, 1996 [the 



superiority of learning goals over performance 
goals with new, complex tasks]). 

• Influence of extrinsic rewards, such as pay (e.g., Lee, 
Locke & Phan, 1997 [the interaction of goal difficulty with 
type of pay system]; Moussa, 2000 [the interaction of self-set 
versus assigned goal with type of pay system]). 

• Broad applicability (e.g., Ludwig & Geller, 1997 [using goal 
setting to reduce traffic accident rates among pizza delivery 
drivers; also deals with self-set versus assigned goals]). 

• Underlying mechanisms (e.g., Bandura & Locke, 2003 
[self-efficacy]; DeShon & Alexander, 1996 [goal setting with 
complex tasks improves performance through the 
development of better task strategies]; Latham & Locke, 
1991 [self-regulation]; Lee, Locke & Phan, 1997 [the role of 
self-efficacy]; Wofford, Goodwin & Premack, 1992 [the roles 
of efficacy, expectancy, and task difficulty]). 

• Goal setting in a group context (e.g., Hinsz, 1995 [an 
example from the laboratory; also deals with assigned 
versus self-set goals]; Kristof-Brown & Stevens, 2001 [the 
importance of congruence between personal and group 
goals]; O’Leary-Kelly, Martocchio & Frink, 1994 [a meta-
analysis and qualitative review of the use of goal setting in 
groups). 

 

Concluding Comment  

 
            In over 16 years of using this exercise, I have never found it to fail. No 
matter what the results, it has provided an immediate, personal, and memorable 
introduction to the principles of a very well accepted means for motivating others 
in the world of work. 
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