
According to goal-setting theory, the application 
of a specific but attainable goal will improve 
performance (Locke & Latham, 2006). The 
Behavior Approach Scale (BAS) and the 
Behavior Inhibition Scale (BIS) are regarded as 
measures of motivation: One associated with 
approach motivation (BAS: seeking of rewards) 
and one associated with aversive motivation 
(BIS: avoidance of aversive events, sensitivity 
to one’s failure). 

Purpose of the Research
§ Investigate the effect of Goal vs. No-Goal 

setting on recognition memory Response 
Latency (RL) as assessed via a Delayed-
Match-to-Sample-Task (DMTST)

§ Assess the relationship of motivational 
disposition (BAS/BIS) with RL

It was hypothesized that specific goal setting 
would increase cognitive effort and the 
magnitude, and type of BAS/BIS Motivation 
would be predictive of recognition memory 
performance. BIS can be described as a 
conflict detection system that acts as a 
gatekeeper between environmental stimuli and 
the other two systems. Specifically, BIS 
maintains vigilance for conflict in the 
environment, directs attention to conflicting 
stimuli when detected, and resolves conflict by 
inhibiting ongoing action and biasing action to 
facilitate defensive behavior (Berkman, 
Lieberman, & Gable, 2009). BIS is expected to 
be active only when there is conflict or 
uncertainty, such as in “approach-avoidance” 
situations. In these circumstances, individuals 
with higher trait BIS might show improved 
behavioral responses relative to those with 
lower BIS because they detect conflict more 
quickly and thus allocate resources more 
efficiently toward resolving it. 

Method Discussion
All participants completed the BIS-BAS scale 
(Carver & White, 1994), and completed a series of 
DMTST recognition memory problems.

In Study 2, there was a significant main effect, 
F(1,88) = 9.99, p = .002; ηp

2 = .10), indicating that 
participants in the Goal Group had slower RL than 
participants in the No-Goal Group. BIS was 
predictive of RL in the Control Group on the post-
unsolvable memory problem (r(44) = - .43, p = 
.003). 

The differential prediction of BIS with RL between 
the Goal and No-Goal group may be a function of 
procedural differences between Study 1 and 
Study 2.
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Storbeck, Davidson, Dahl, Blass and Yung 
(2014) argued that emotion and working 
memory task demands influence cognitive effort. 
Experiencing failure (an unsolvable problem) 
following success creates negative affect when 
working memory task demands are 
incompatible. This emotional effect, in 
combination with Goal Setting, resulted in an 
increase in avoidance-driven motivation, and 
RLs became faster. Our finding is in 
concordance with Storbeck et al. (2014) in that 
individual differences in BIS, in combination with 
working memory task demands, following an 
event that produces negative affect, can have a 
direct effect on cognitive performance. In this 
case, experiencing an unsolvable problem 
resulted in faster RL as opposed to a ‘give up’ 
type of response as hypothesized.

The overall slower RL of the Goal vs the No-
Goal groups may have been due to more 
focused reflective-attention on behalf of the 
participants in an effort to get the DMTST 
correct influenced directly by goal setting. This 
finding lends support, that not only does goal 
setting increase performance as suggested by 
Locke and Latham (2006), but also results in 
differences in the allocation of cognitive effort.  
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Procedure
Participants were assigned randomly to one of 
two experimental conditions: Goal or No-Goal 
Setting. In the Goal Setting condition, participants 
were given an estimate of how many recognition 
memory problems they should be able to 
complete (modeled after Latham, Erez and Locke, 
1988). In the No-Goal condition, participants were 
just instructed to ‘do their best’. 

The DMTST consisted of the presentation of an 
abstract visual stimulus for 5 seconds, followed by 
a 10-second delay, and then the presentation of 
four test stimuli (the answer options) for 5 
seconds (see the above DMTST example). The 
participant was asked to select the test stimulus 
that matched the sample. The RLs were recorded. 
Test order of memory problems were 
counterbalanced.

On select DMTST memory problems, no correct 
test stimulus was displayed; hence an unsolvable 
problem. Study 1 differed from Study 2 in that 
participants in Study 1 experienced one 
unsolvable memory problem after four 
presentations of a repeated memory problem. 
Whereas in Study 2, two unsolvable memory 
problems were presented within a series of seven 
novel solvable memory problems. 

Participants
Undergraduate students were recruited from an 
Introduction to Psychology course to participate in 
two studies (n = 48 and n = 90 respectively).

In Study 1, there was a significant Group main 
effect, F(1,46) = 7.76, p = .008; ηp

2 = .14, 
indicating that the Goal Group had slower RL than 
that of the Control. BIS was predictive of RL in the 
Goal group on the post-unsolvable memory 
problem (r(21) = - .64, p = .001). 


