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The results of goal priming research in social psychology have endured  

a replication crisis (Kahneman, 2012). The crisis occurred as a result of the fail-

ure of several highly cited experiments to be replicated by others (e.g., Shanks et 

al., 2013). The crisis arguably ended when Weingarten et al. (2016) published the 

findings of a meta-analysis on social psychology experiments. The analysis re-

vealed a moderate behavioral effect of priming words connected to goal repre-

sentations of behavioral outcomes (e.g., time spent on a task). However, the me-

ta-analysis did not include experiments on organizational related behavior. 

Hence, the purpose of this article is to examine the credibility of goal priming 

research in work and organizational psychology (W-O) through an enumerative 

review of the literature.  

Four criteria support the credibility of W-O goal priming-performance ef-

fects. First, unlike the largely atheoretical findings in social psychology experi-

ments in this domain, the results obtained in W-O psychology are consistent with 

the hypotheses derived from theory, specifically, goal setting theory (GST).  

Thus the concerns of skeptics that the results of goal priming experiments might 

be due to “harking” (i.e., hypothesizing after the results are known) should be 

minimal. 

Second, in addition to internal and external validity, the results of the prim-

ing experiments in W-O psychology have ecological validity. The results of field 

experiments, where employees were randomly assigned to conditions, are con-

sistent with those obtained in laboratory settings. Evidence of external validity 

has been shown through the use of different dependent variables (e.g., brain-

storming, job performance, customer service ratings) and participants from dif-

ferent populations (e.g., college students, employees, and customers). 

Third, the results of priming experiments in W-O psychology have withstood 

both exact and conceptual replications. The benefit of exact replications is that 

they reveal whether findings from the original experiment are robust. Further-

more, an exact replication makes it possible to correct Type I errors in earlier 

experiments (Molden, 2014). The benefit of a conceptual replication is that with 

every difference that is introduced (e.g., independent and dependent variables) 

the confirmatory power of the replication increases (Locke, 2015). 

Finally, a meta-analysis of W-O priming experiments shows the theoretical 

and practical significance of goals primed in the subconscious (Chen et al., 

2020).  

Before describing experiments that illustrate each of these four criteria, goal 

setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002, 2013) is briefly described, as is the 

automaticity model of primed goals (Bargh, 1990, 2017). 
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 GOAL SETTING THEORY  

To qualify as a theory, causal relationships must be specified, moderators or 

boundary conditions of these causal relationships must also be specified, and the 

mediators that explain the causal relationships must be identified (Latham, 

2012). GST first and foremost states that consciously set goals that are specific 

and challenging lead to (i.e., cause) higher performance than setting vague or 

abstract goals (e.g., do my best, become a kinder person) or having no goals  

at all. Moreover, given the presence of four moderators, the higher the specific 

goal, the higher an individual’s performance. 

The four moderators in GST are ability, goal commitment, performance 

feedback, and situational constraints/resources. If ability and/or resources are 

lacking, supervisors may abuse their subordinates (Mawritz et al., 2014). Feed-

back is critical for determining what people should continue doing, stop doing,  

or start doing to attain their goal. If commitment to attain a goal is lacking, by 

definition no goal exists for that individual.  

The mediators that explain the goal-performance effect are choice, effort, 

persistence, and strategy. That is, people can choose to set a specific goal,  

a vague goal, or no goal and simply meander. They can choose to set a difficult, 

moderately difficult, or an easy goal to attain. Similarly, they can exert a great 

deal of effort, moderate effort, or little or no effort in their pursuit of a goal. Peo-

ple who set and are committed to attaining a specific, high goal typically persist 

until the goal is reached.  

When pursuing a performance/outcome goal, people draw upon their extant 

strategies. However, when those strategies are not adequate for goal attainment, 

a learning rather than a performance goal should be set. A learning goal shifts 

attention from a specific desired outcome to that of discovering/developing new 

strategies for task mastery (Winters & Latham, 1996; Seijts & Latham, 2005). 

There are four types of consciously set goals: (1) vague, attitudinal versus 

specific, (2) performance, (3) learning, and (4) behavioral goals. The question 

addressed in W-O priming experiments is whether GST also applies to subcon-

scious goal-performance effects. The automaticity model (Bargh, 1990, 2017) 

implies that the answer is yes. 
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THE AUTOMATICITY MODEL 

Bargh’s (1990) automaticity model asserts that a prime is an external stimu-

lus in the environment that activates a mental representation of a goal that has 

been stored in memory. This mental representation of a goal, once activated by 

features of a situation, guides behavior in the absence of conscious deliberation 

or awareness. Moreover, a goal primed in the subconscious shows the same qual-

ities as do goals that are set consciously (Bargh et al., 2001). The only major 

difference between a conscious and a subconscious goal is that the latter acti-

vates goal pursuit in the absence of awareness of the primed goal’s guiding influ-

ence (Bargh, 2005). 

Primes can be subliminal where the stimulus in the environment is presented 

below focal awareness. Primes can also activate a mental representation of a goal 

supraliminally. That is, the individual is aware of the prime but unaware of its 

influence on his or her behavior. Bargh (1992) has argued for the use of supra-

liminal priming because of its ecological validity relative to subliminal priming 

techniques. 

CAUSAL GOAL PRIMING-PERFORMANCE EFFECTS 

Consistent with GST and empirical research on consciously set goals, goal 

priming-performance effects have been consistently found. For example, Staj-

kovic et al. (2006) primed a goal for achievement by requiring students to make 

sentences from scrambled words which included 12 achievement related words 

(e.g., win, strike, compete). Participants who had been randomly assigned to the 

experimental condition brainstormed more uses for a coat hanger than those in 

the control condition. Moreover, the causal effect of the subconscious goal for 

achievement was additive with a consciously set specific, high goal. This sug-

gests that the two main effects act in parallel.1 

A conceptual replication was conducted by Shantz and Latham (2009) in  

a call center. Again, in addition to a main effect for the consciously set goal for 

the amount of money to be raised from donors, there was a main effect for the 

 
1 Yet there is currently no evidence that conscious goals operate through different mental pro-

cesses than goals primed in the subconscious. Imaging as well as behavioral priming experiments 

show a high degree of similarity in processing signatures between pursuits of conscious versus 

subconscious goals, that is, same brain regions and same subprocesses (Pessiglione et al., 2007; 

Takarada & Nozaki, 2018). 
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subconscious goal. The prime was a backdrop of a photograph of an individual 

winning a race shown underneath the typed script written by management for 

employees to use in telephone conversations with potential donors. No photo-

graph was presented in the control condition. Two exact replications provided 

support for the subconscious goal-performance effect in terms of dollars raised 

from donors (Shantz & Latham, 2011). 

Stajkovic et al. (2018) examined causality by inserting achievement-related 

words in a Monday morning email that a CEO sends weekly to employees. Un-

like social psychology experiments where the time lag between the manipulation 

of the independent variable and the dependent variable is typically no longer than 

a few minutes, the time lag in this work setting was a 5-day work week. Employ-

ees randomly assigned to the experimental condition performed significantly 

better than the employees in the control condition.  

GST emphasizes the necessity for making a consciously set goal specific. 

Hence, Latham and Piccolo (2012) tested the importance of this assertion for 

priming a subconscious goal. In the context specific goal condition, employees in 

a call center were shown a photograph of employees making phone calls; in the 

general goal condition, the employees were shown the photograph of an individ-

ual winning a race. Consistent with GST, employees who were exposed to the 

context specific prime raised 85% more money than the employees in the control 

condition and 16% more money than the employees who had been exposed to the 

photograph of the racer over a 4-day work week. 

Noteworthy is that the dependent variable in the field experiments conducted 

by Shantz and Latham (2009, 2011), Latham and Piccolo (2012), and Stajkovic 

et al. (2018) was assessed by the respective organization’s computers. Further-

more, there was no experimenter–employee contact in the Latham and Piccolo 

(2012) and Stajkovic et al. (2018) experiments. Hence, rival hypotheses that 

causality was due to experimenter bias and/or demand effects can be rejected. 

To eliminate the rival hypothesis that almost any photograph has a beneficial 

effect on performance, Itzchakov and Latham (2020) conducted two laboratory 

experiments where the findings were replicated. The results also generalized to  

a work setting. Employees who were primed with the photograph of the racer 

obtained higher customer service ratings than those who had been randomly as-

signed to the control condition where a photograph of a tree was shown. 

Causal priming effects in W-O psychology obtained in field experiements 

have not been limited to showing increases in job performance. Three experi-

ments, of which one was a conceptual replication and the other an exact replica-
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tion revealed that a yellow sticker of a happy face on a sales receipt increased 

satisfaction with the customer service an individual received in a retail store rela-

tive to the control conditions (Brcic & Latham, 2016). 

LEARNING GOALS 

As noted earlier, GST differentiates performance, learning, and behavioral 

goals. In the preceding experiments, performance goals were primed. Chen and 

Latham (2014) investigated the effect of priming a learning goal, a performance 

goal, and both a learning and a performance goal together on a task that requires 

the acquisition of knowledge to perform it rather than sheer effort and persis-

tence. Consistent with the results obtained with consciously set goals in an earli-

er laboratory experiment (Winters & Latham, 1996), a main effect was only ob-

tained in the primed learning goal condition, namely, where participants saw  

a photograph of Rodin’s “Thinker.” Neither the performance goal nor the combi-

nation of the performance goal and the learning goal increased performance. 

BEHAVIORAL GOALS 

The positive effect of goal priming has been shown on tasks that are dynamic 

and interactive in nature. Ganegoda et al. (2016) obtained main effects for both  

a consciously set behavioral goal and a primed goal for fairness on a negotiation 

task. The primed goal was manipulated through the use of a 10x10 matrix of 

letters in which fairness related words, which participants in the experimental 

condition were instructed to discover, were embedded. Both the primed and the 

behavioral goal counteracted the self-serving tendency to attain a consciously set 

specific, high performance goal. 

As is the case for consciously set goals (Latham & Locke, 1975; Locke & 

Latham, 1990), goals can be primed in the subconscious to increase the perfor-

mance of a team (Latham et al., 2020). Of the three priming experiments, one 

was a conceptual replication and the other was an exact replication. The behav-

ioral goal for a team’s members in the experimental condition to cooperate with 

one another was primed by a context specific photograph of people working to-

gether. A main effect on team performance was obtained in each of the three 

experiments. 
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GST MODERATORS 

Ability 

That ability moderates the primed goal-performance effect can be inferred 

from the Chen and Latham (2014) experiment on cognitive ability, that is the 

acquisition of task knowledge. On a task that was too complex for participants to 

perform on the basis of sheer effort and persistence, neither a consciously set 

performance goal (Winters & Latham, 1996) nor a primed performance goal 

increased performance. Only a learning goal that was primed, as was the case for 

a learning goal that had been set consciously (Winters & Latham, 1996) im-

proved performance relative to the control condition.  

Goal Commitment 

In the second and third experiments on team performance (Latham et al., 

2020), goal commitment was shown to moderate the primed goal-task perfor-

mance effect. The task in both experiments involved a social dilemma where 

people were tempted by a self-set goal to behave in a pro-self manner rather than 

a pro-social manner. In both experiments, where play versus actual money was 

given to the participants, two behavioral measures (Experiment 2) and a self- 

-report (Experiment 3) indicated goal commitment was higher in the experi-

mental than in the control condition. 

Performance Feedback 

Consistent with GST, Itzchakov and Latham (2020) found no main effect for 

feedback by itself on two measures of task performance. Consistent with GST, 

feedback moderated the “downstream effect” of a self-set goal that was the result 

of a primed goal. As noted earlier, the conscious goal was self-set without any 

prompting by an experimenter. 

Situational Resources/Constraints 

Axiomatic in the automaticity model is that it is features of a situation that 

cue or activate a goal, in the absence of awareness, that has been stored in 

memory. 
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Individual Differences 

In addition to the moderators specified by GST, both conscientiousness and 

core self-evaluation have been shown to moderate conscious goal performance 

effects (Barrick et al., 1993; Bipp et al., 2015, respectively). Similarly, a labora-

tory experiment revealed that those individuals who had been primed with a dif-

ficult performance goal subsequently chose a significantly higher conscious goal 

than those who had been primed with an easier goal. Conscientiousness moderat-

ed this primed goal-performance effect (Latham et al., 2017).  

Two laboratory and one field experiment found support for the hypothesis 

that CSE moderates the relationship between a primed goal for achievement and 

task/job performance. In short, it appears that a primed achievement goal does 

not increase performance for individuals with low CSE; it increases performance 

for those who score high on CSE (Itzchakov & Latham, 2020). These two sets of 

experiments (Itzchakov & Latham, 2020; Latham et al., 2020) show that person-

ality plays a role in the effect of priming goal pursuit. 

MEDIATORS 

Effort 

As noted earlier, effort is a mediator in GST. The theory states that there is  

a linear relationship between goal difficulty level and task/job performance 

(Locke & Latham, 1990). Latham et al. (2017) tested this assertion for a goal 

primed in the subconscious. Participants were shown one of three photographs, 

namely a weight lifter exerting effort to raise 20, 200, or 400 pounds. They were 

then asked to “press as hard as you can” on a digital weight scale. There was  

a significant linear relationship between the difficulty level connoted by each of 

the three primes and subsequent performance. In short, effort can be primed, and 

an increase in effort leads to an increase in performance. 

Choice 

Choice is integral and indispensable in a motivational analysis of behavior 

because choices account for the decision to set a goal, its difficulty level, and the 

effort expended to attain it. Again, using photographs of weight lifters, Latham  

et al. (2017) found that a difficult goal primed in the subconscious led to the 
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subsequent choice of a higher self-set goal than one that was chosen when an 

easier goal had been primed. 

Persistence 

Recalling past instances of achievement striving increased the time spent on 

an anagram task (DeMarree et al., 2012). 

Strategy 

Developing a plan/strategy is inherent in the setting of a learning goal.  

A photograph of Rodin’s “Thinker” was used successfully by Chen and Latham 

(2014) to prime a learning goal. As noted above, only this learning goal in-

creased performance on a task that was complex for people. 

Consciously Set Goals 

In a laboratory experiment, Stajkovic et al. (2016, Experiment 1) primed 

self-efficacy. The prime was supraliminally induced by requiring participants to 

make sentences out of scrambled words before brainstorming uses for a coat 

hanger. Conscious self-efficacy mediated the primed efficacy–task performance 

relationships. 

In the Stajkovic et al. (2018, Experiment 2) field experiment where achieve-

ment related words had been embedded in the email sent to employees, a meas-

ure of conscious motivation mediated the primed goal-task performance effect. 

Latham et al. (2017), in a laboratory experiment, found that a primed goal 

increased the difficulty level of a self-set goal. The self-set goal was prompted by 

the request of an experimenter. This self-set goal mediated the primed goal-task 

performance relationships. 

In a follow-up experiment, Itzchakov and Latham (2020) found support for 

their model in three laboratory experiments and one field experiment. All three 

showed that the primed goal-task/performance effect is mediated by a self-set 

goal for a creative task and/or job performance. Unlike the above experiment 

(Latham et al., 2017), the primed goal led individuals to self-set a goal without  

a request or prompt by an experimenter to do so.  

These findings regarding the mediating role of conscious processes on 

primed goal effects support the argument put forth by William James (1890) two 

centuries ago, namely, that an individual’s behavior often springs from the sub-
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conscious. Conscious goal setting can be influenced by subconscious processes. 

However, there is no evidence to date that an implicit motive such as need for 

achievement mediates the primed goal-performance relationship (e.g., Shantz & 

Latham, 2009). 

META-ANALYSIS 

The advantage of an enumerative review of the goal priming literature is that 

it reveals the effectiveness of priming goals in different ways (e.g., the use of 

words versus photographs), on different types of tasks, in laboratory versus field 

settings involving participants from different populations. An advantage of  

a meta-analysis is that quantitative data from the different experiments can be 

aggregated leading to a more robust point estimate, or a weighted effect size, 

than is possible from any single goal priming experiment. Thus to complement 

the preceding enumerative review, a meta-analysis of 23 W-O goal priming ex-

periments (n = 4,543, k = 61) was conducted by Chen et al. (2020). The analysis 

revealed that priming an achievement goal, relative to a control condition, signif-

icantly improved task performance in the laboratory, and job performance in 

work settings as well as the individual’s need for achievement (d = 0.62). Four 

moderators of the primed goal task/performance effect were identified. Signi-

ficantly stronger effects were obtained with a context-specific prime, visual  

(i.e., a photograph) stimuli as opposed to words, longer time lags, and field  

rather than laboratory settings. 

In all of the above experiments, manipulation checks were conducted to en-

sure that participants included in the statistical analyses of the data were unaware 

of the primed goal-performance effect. 

CONCLUSION 

Taken together, the results of the enumerative review and the meta-analysis 

suggest the following conclusions:  

1) The automaticity model’s (Bargh, 1990; 2005; 2017; Bargh et al., 2010) 

assertion that goals that are primed and goals that are consciously set have a sim-

ilar, if not the same, effect on behavior appears to be correct. As the model states, 

the major difference between the two types of goals is an individual’s unaware-

ness-awareness of goal pursuit. 
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2) Thus, based on the above assertion, as well as the evidence examined in 

the enumerative review and by meta-analysis, goal setting theory (Latham & 

Locke, 2018; Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002, 2013) provides a framework for 

examining primed goal organizational behavior effects. There are no empirically 

derived findings in the W-O literature on goal priming that are inconsistent with 

GST. Thus, the criticism by Locke (2015) and others (e.g., Cesario, 2014) that 

the automaticity model lacks a theoretical framework is no longer valid. 

3) Locke and Latham’s (2004) criticism of GST for failing to take into ac-

count subconscious processes has also been eliminated by the above two conclu-

sions. The automaticity model is being integrated with GST (Latham et al., 

2017). 

4) In support of the above three conclusions, at least 16 experiments in the 

W-O literature have obtained a causal effect for the subconscious goal-perfor-

mance effect in both laboratory and field settings involving myriad tasks. 

5) The primed goal-performance effect is by no means fragile. The meta-

analysis revealed stronger effects in field as opposed to laboratory settings. 

6) Of practical as well as theoretical significance is the finding of additive 

task/performance effects, in laboratory and field experiments, for goals primed 

and goals consciously set. Consistent with GST, this finding is also consistent 

with findings from experiments on performance, learning, and behavioral goals 

that were consciously set. 

7) Again, in terms of practical significance, both goals, conscious and sub-

conscious, should be set in work settings. Where the task is perceived by em-

ployees as complex, it would appear that learning rather than performance goals 

should be set consciously and subconsciously as the findings from both domains 

are consistent. 

8) Moderators specified by GST that affect the strength of conscious goal 

performance effects also moderate primed goal performance effects (e.g., ability, 

performance feedback, goal commitment, situation).  

9) The same is true for mediators specified by GST (e.g., choice, effort, 

persistence, strategy/plan). 

10) There is currently no evidence that an implicit motive, such as the need 

for achievement mediates the primed-goal performance relationships. Instead, 

the evidence suggests that it is conscious processes such as a self-set goal that 

mediates primed goal-task/performance effects. Yet this is not the case in many 

social psychology priming experiments. Thus it remains for future research to 

identify the context where this is/ is not the case. 
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FUTURE RESEARCH 

The vast majority of experiments on effects of primed goals on organization-

al behavior have been limited to dependent variables having to do with task  

(laboratory) and job performance. In terms of practical significance, these de-

pendent variables need to be expanded to accident prevention in the work place 

(i.e., safe behavior) and job satisfaction/work engagement. In doing so, the prim-

ing technique should be supraliminal, not subliminal. Subliminal priming in the 

field of advertising has been banned legally in Australia and Great Britian. Un-

like subliminal primes, supraliminal primes are fully visible to employees. They 

are readily perceived; they are overt, not covert. The automaticity model states, 

and empirical research shows, that in both instances, priming can only activate  

a goal that already exists in memory. Priming cannot cue people to do something 

they do not ordinarily consider desirable. 
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