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A new model of objective and goal setting: 
contingent objective setting 
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A study just published has conducted a review of commonly used management objective 
setting methods s and is proposing a new model for setting objectives or goals. 
 
Whilst many practitioners and managers try to implement the specific, measurable, agreed, 
realistic and time bounded (SMART) objective setting model , a large number of previous 
research studies have found that many managers and job holders find this difficult on a 
continual basis. Further, it has been found that this form of objective setting only has a 
moderate impact on job performance. 
 
The two types of objective setting models 
 
There are broadly two types of objective setting models: 
 

1. Results centred approaches to objective setting 
2. Process centred objective setting. 

 
 
Results centred objective setting approaches 
 
The SMART model of objective setting is considered to be a results centred objective setting 
model and is part of the MbO, or the management by objectives, ideology whereby 
objectives are described in terms of results. In particular MbO type objectives tend to focus 
on effectiveness, costs, time and efficiency. For example, the Chartered Management 
Institute has a six step approach to objective setting that is entirely consistent with results 
centred objective setting: 
 

a. Develop and communicate the organisation’s mission and vision 
b. Identify corporate objectives from the mission and vision 
c. Agree objectives for senior managers 
d. Agree objectives for employees 
e. Identify appropriate performance measures 
f. Set up procedures for reviewing performance. 

 
Largely this process follows the SMART principles. 
 
Criticisms of results centred objective setting approaches 
 
Results centred approaches to objective setting tend to work best when performance can 
be easily and accurately measured and when an individual’s performance is primarily 
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determined by their own abilities, skills and level of motivation. However, there are many 
jobs or tasks where it is difficult to form adequate performance indicators, particularly in 
situations that require creativity, flexibility, innovation and experimentation. Further, such 
performance measures are difficult where people are learning a new role or job, or 
developing a new function.  
 
Secondly, there are many roles and tasks that are ill-defined or are being undertaken in a 
rapidly changing environment where measurement is either difficult or impossible. 
Additionally, results centred approaches only focus on the things that are readily 
measurable and ignore completely things that are difficult to measure, for example the 
emotions the individual evokes in others, the impact or consequences that individual has in 
other parts of the system. If the job or the scope of the job is difficult to measure then 
objectives tend, in many organisations, not to be set around these issues, with a results 
centred approach to objective setting. 
 
Additionally, results oriented objective setting tends to fail where individuals have not been 
adequately trained, or have enough experience and practice to enable them to achieve the 
results of a more experienced or skilled operator. 
 
Process centred objective setting approaches 
 
A number of studies and management gurus have found that results oriented objective 
setting methods can be both unfair and, in a number of situations, counter-productive. As a 
result a more process centred approach to objective setting developed in the 1980s out of 
the Total Quality Management (TQM) and continuous improvement movements.  
 
The idea underpinning TQM is that, if people know what the right things to do are and do 
them properly, then the required results will follow. The emphasis here is on designing good 
work processes and striving for continuous improvement.  This approach has a hierarchy of 
goals that cascade through the entire organisation - through the team and down to the 
individual level. This process centred approach focuses on describing each of the tasks the 
individual has to carry out and establishing a set of operating standards from which the 
individual's objectives are set. 
 
This is known as the doctrine of marginal gains which strives to breakdown major 
organisational goals into each of their constituent parts and then set about striving to 
improve each of the smaller elements or ingredients that make up the larger goal. This 
requires a significant bureaucracy of rigorous goal defining and standard setting.  
 
The strength of such process centred objective setting approaches is that they tend to see 
mistakes, weaknesses and errors not as failures, but as opportunities for improvement. 
Indeed, the system is predicated on the idea of discovering mistakes and errors in order to 
improve on them. Individual and organisational learning and knowledge management are at 
the heart of marginal gains systems. 
 
Criticisms of processed centred objective setting 
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One of the biggest criticisms of process centred objective setting is that, because it focuses 
on continuous improvement, often the results actually achieved tend to be ignored as it is 
assumed that these will get better and better.  
 
Additionally, there are frequently situations where individual performance is hindered or 
constrained by factors beyond that individual, for example a delivery problem in another 
department.  
 
Further, previous studies have found that the focus and compliance with the operational 
procedures and standards manuals tends to eliminate employee innovation and frequently 
results in employees losing sight of the larger organisational and environmental context. 
Decisions that appear to be correct in the context of a task may not be correct or useful for 
the organisation as a whole, particularly when it comes to moral or ethical issues. 
 
Effects of goal-setting on performance 
 
A number of studies have found that having personal goals that are both realistic and 
challenging has a moderately positive effect on performance over goals that are easy to 
achieve. 
 
Further, clear and specific goals tend to have a moderately positive effect on performance 
compared to ill-defined goals or instructions that require people to ‘do their best’. 
 
A number of previous studies have suggested that it is not the goal setting as such that 
creates the motivation to perform, but rather the measurement of it and a sense of making 
progress. 
 
Complex tasks 
 
A number of subsequent studies have found that having clear and specific goals only 
increases performance where the tasks at hand are relatively straightforward and the 
relationship between cause and effect is predictable. However, where a task requires the 
individual to learn, it has been found that general goals and requests to do your best lead to 
better performance than trying to manufacture a clear and specific goal. 
 
Additionally, other studies have discovered that, where the task or job is complex, switching 
from results or process driven goals into goals about learning tend to have a significantly 
better impact than outcomes-based goals. 
 
Other studies have found that the way employees create a range of goals based on different 
scenarios (what is the goal if X happens and what is the goal if Y happens) tends to be better 
in situations of change, complexity or novelty. 
 
Straightforward versus complex tasks 
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A number of studies have found that it is not possible to make a clear distinction between a 
straightforward and clear task and a complex and ambiguous one. Many jobs require or 
involve a mixture of both straightforward and complex tasks. Goal setting needs to take 
account of this mixture of the varying levels of complexity and uncertainty inherent in many 
people's roles. 
 
A contingency model of objective setting 
 
This study proposes a contingency model of objective setting that takes into account the 
degree of straightforwardness, ambiguity and flexibility inherent in the task at hand and the 
individual’s best responses to those. 
 
Questions to work out the level of straightforwardness or complexity of a task or role 
 
Clear and straightforward tasks 
 

1. Does the job consist of familiar and predictable tasks? 
2.  Is job performance easy to measure? 
3.  Is priority given to getting short-term results? 
4.  Is job performance mainly the result of the employee’s ability and motivation? 

 
 Complex, ambiguous and changeable task 
 

1. Does the employee have to apply logic and skills to a complex sequence of activities? 
2. Is the task made up of a number of different types of component? 
3. Is the organisation or the role of the individual undergoing significant change? 
4. Does the individual have to use a unique and complex set of problem-solving and 

interpersonal skills in order to complete the task at hand? 
 
The author suggests a four point Likert scale for rating responses to all eight of these  
questions from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. 
 
Three stages of contingent objective setting 
 

1. Work out the level of straightforwardness or complexity of the tasks at hand. The 
author suggests this is best done in conversation between the manager and the 
individual. Plot how far along the continuum the task falls. 

2. Work out the best type of objective for the task at hand and the level of complexity 
expected to be encountered. 

a. More straightforward tasks may have significant elements of a SMART 
objective and fewer learning style objectives. 

b. More complex tasks should have more learning focused goals and fewer 
SMART type goals. Indeed, in situations of change it is suggested that the 
goals should centre around the employee’s discovering the best approach to 
the task and experimenting with new ideas. 

c. Some goals will require a mixture of the two approaches. 
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3. Agree between the manager and employee a set of contingent objectives or goals 
and how to measure or describe their achievement. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This is an interesting approach to objective setting that takes into account the level of 
complexity, ambiguity and change inherent in the environment and the task or role in 
question.  
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Overview 
 
The contingent model of objective setting takes into account the level of complexity, 
ambiguity or change inherent in a task. It allows for managers and employees to change 
the nature of the objective setting process to fit the type of task they are being required 
to achieve. 
 


