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Abstract: Theories about goal setting have been around for decades, and most of them focus
on external goal setting and the relationship between goal acceptance and performance. This
paper aimed to explore the factors that affect goal-setting and achievement from both an
internal and external perspective. Using the method of survey, the data shows that the inner
factor, or the inner desire, plays a more significant role both in the progress of goal setting
and performance. Different genders and ages show divergent choices not in inner factors
but in external factors, which implies that inner desire is the most common factor that
influences people when making decisions.
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1. Introduction

Theories about goal setting have been around for decades, and most of them focus on external goal
setting and the relationship between goal acceptance and performance. There are many studies
explaining and discussing the goal-setting theory. They focus mainly on the factors that influence
goal choice; the effect of learning goals and goal framing; macro-level goal setting; and conscious
versus subconscious goals [1].

This paper, through a method of survey analysis, explores the factors that determine the goals'
setting and performance and finds out that the inner factors play a more significant role in the
course of goal achievement than external factors.

By knowing both the external and internal factors, more understanding about the mode of
thinking can be gained. By combining surveys and theories, it is revealed that internal factors affect
goal acceptance and goal choices more than external factors. Suggestions are given for future
research.

2. Internal and External Factors

Everyone has goals when doing things, no matter if those goals are small or large. During different
stages of people’s development, goals often vary from time to time. Goals can motivate people to
pursue higher achievement. Many studies, including goal-setting theory in industrial/organizational
psychology, have shown that high (hard) goals result in higher task performance than easy goals or
vague, abstract goals [2]. From where the goals come from, goals can be classified into two
categories: self-setting goals and external-setting goals. They have different impacts on people and,
hence, different performances. According to Erez and Kanfer’s study, "people prefer choice and
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control over no choice or no control. Therefore, the effects of presented goals should be enhanced
by the degree to which a worker perceives him/herself as participating in choosing the goal and
maintaining control over the goal-directed behavior "[3]. However, what factors specifically
contribute more to the accomplishment of goals?

A goal is a desired result that a person wishes to achieve. It is a target that a person wants to
reach. "Goals represent an end state towards which a person strives and that they serve as
immediate regulators of action" [3]. Once a goal is set, the story just begins. The performance then
follows. However, the key to whether or not the goal can be achieved is to set a proper goal first. If
a goal is not realistic and appropriate, it will just be a dream. There are many cases when people set
a huge, general goal but they don’t know how to achieve it. For instance, a famous billionaire in
China once made some suggestions to the young entrepreneurs in a live show: "As a young
entrepreneur, having a dream is very common, but first of all, you have to set a small goal, such as
earning one hundred million in 3 or 5 years." Admittedly, it seems like a reasonable goal for him,
since he had already accumulated enough wealth to do whatever he wanted, but it's not that realistic
or appropriate for other people, especially for those young entrepreneurs. They had little capital and
resources to take too many adventures, and they lacked experience and skills. So a goal like this
may cause the young entrepreneurs to feel anxious, and since this goal is nearly impossible to
accomplish, these young men might as well just give up on doing it.

3. Internal and External Factors that Influence Setting Appropriate Goals

3.1. External Factors

Undoubtedly, external factors play a role in the goal-setting process. They are easily taken into
account by people when they set their goals. To be more specific, external factors like money or the
persuasion of others can affect the goals that one sets. For instance, most students set goals for their
future career. Let’s say a student wanted to be a teacher who teaches primary classes. It is his dream
career because he loves to spend time with children. However, he was told that being a primary
teacher could not help him get a high salary. His parents and friends all suggested he study in
medical school. After days of struggling, he switched his goal to becoming a doctor, and in turn, he
chose biology as his major. In this case, it turns out that the desire for the external factors, namely
the money and the suggestions from others, outweighs the influence of interest when setting goals.

Figure 1: The factors that affect self-goal setting.
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However, even though it seems like external factors get the bigger head, many studies actually
indicate that the best way to set an appropriate goal is through self-setting rather than following
those set by others. "A goal is more likely to be accepted when it is perceived to be under a person’s
control than when it is perceived to be externally imposed" [3]. A self-setting goal is comparatively
easier to achieve than an external-setting goal. There are many factors that affect the
self-goal-setting process. To further explore this topic, 100 people were randomly selected to
complete a survey about goal setting and goal accomplishment. When they were asked about what
factors affect their decisions the most in the course of goal-setting, "the inner desire" got the most
attention. 75% of the participants believe they follow their inner desires when setting goals. The
option "the desire for money" got 37% of the votes (see fig. 1). Through this data, it was revealed
that inner desire contributes the most when people set their goals. For further research, the answer
to this question differs a lot by gender and age. Although about 70% of both males and females
chose the option "my own willingness" as one of the most important factors in goal setting, they
have a great divergence in other factors.

3.2. Internal Factors

Table 1: Which of the following factors can motivate you to set a goal? (can choose more than one
answer).

X\Y

The
guidanc
e of

parents
or peers

The
desire
to get
out of
the

comfort
zone

Feeling
sad when
seeing
others to
be better
than you

Putting
effort
togethe
r with
friends

The
encourag
ement
from

your idol
or

celebrity

The
course
about
setting
goals of
experts

The
desire
of

money

I just
want to
accompli
sh goals

Other
s

Su
m

male 17 8 5 17 2 11 29 41 0 53

female 18 6 3 18 9 7 8 34 2 47

Figure 2: Gender and the factors that affect self-goal setting.

Statistics show that half of the male participants chose "the desire for money" as one of the most
important factors that affect them when setting goals. In contrast, only 17.02% of the female
participants chose this option. It implies that males generally carry more of an economic burden
than females in modern society. Moreover, 14.89% of the female participants chose the option "the
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encouragement of an idol or celebrity". Only 3.77% of the male participants chose this option (see
chart 1 and fig. 2), which implies that women are more likely to be affected by external factors
when making decisions [4].

Similarly, different stages of age show divergence in the survey. Adolescents have a relatively
scattered option, with similar proportions chosen in each section. In comparison, college students
unanimously focus on their own desires rather than the affections of others. Office workers show
more realistic characteristics. The top 3 factors on their list are: "my own willingness," "the desire
for money," and "the guidance of parents or peers." The elderly tend to make more rational
decisions based on their past experiences. They believe the guidance of parents or peers, working
together with friends, and their own willingness are the most important factors (see fig.3). Through
the data analysis, it can be revealed that as people age, they tend to make more rational and realistic
decisions when setting goals.

Figure 3: Age and the factors that affect self-goal setting.

4. Increasing the Chance of Achieving Goals through Internal and External Factors

In order to increase the chances of achieving the goals that people have set, it is better to downgrade
them to the ground level, which means to narrow the gap between the goal and action. Breaking the
macro goals into smaller pieces can reduce the mental stress as well as contribute to the overall
progress [5]. Goals can be divided into personal goals, such as marriage, children, home, etc., and
professional goals that are related to the professional aspect of life, such as job, career, and so on.
Back to the same example as stated before, if young entrepreneurs want to earn money by starting a
business themselves, they can set some specific goals like reading four books per month about how
to start a business or finishing two programs in six months [5]. Unfortunately, not everyone has the
ability to downgrade their goals and persistently push forward. Based on the data from the survey,
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only 43% of the participants chose "yes" when asked if they could always detail their goals. 34%
said they "do not believe they are capable of making consistent efforts" (see fig. 4).

Figure 4: Answers of the question “Do you think that you can detail your goals and perform them?”

Once the detailed goal is clear, performing comes next. Another significant topic is how people
can take this plan into action. In the survey, when asked about the motivation to achieve one’s goal,
the inner factors again got more attention than external factors. More than half of the participants
chose their self-interest as the most important factor that pushed them to persist. Among those
external factors, 34% of the participants believed the reward for achieving that goal was another
important motivator, but only 2% of them chose punishment as a main influencer (see fig.5). Inner
factors play a more significant role in people’s actions [6].

Figure5: factors can push you to accomplish the goals the most.

Among the external factors that affect the performance of goals, it seems like rewards may be
one of the best motivators to drive the goal's accomplishment. In fact, to make sure the external
factors are playing their roles, they have to be based on a person’s own willingness or desire.
Sometimes, whether reward or punishment, may have some negative effect if the goal is against a
person’s willingness [6]. It's true that rewards can motivate people and reinforce an action by
providing a treat or removing an unfavorable event, and punishment can reduce the number of
actions by presenting an unfavorable event or removing a favorable event". Rewarding for positive
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behavior can be tricky because you don’t want to create a generation that thrives only on rewards in
order to behave well, and frequently rewarding a misbehaving person to raise his/her morale is also
not fair to those who show good behavior without the stimulus of a reward" [4]. This contradicts the
common belief that rewarding behavior is the best way to learn and achieve goals.

5. Conclusion

The survey shows a more clear idea when considering the factors that affect goal setting and
achieving. Inner factors, mainly a person's inner desire, affect far more than external factors such as
parental guidance, reward, or punishment. Unfortunately, there are still some weaknesses in this
scientific survey. For instance, the participants are chosen randomly online, but one shortage is that
there cannot be an equal number of participants in every age group, so the data result cannot fully
represent the group that they’re in. Another shortage is that the survey only includes participants
from China, mostly the east coast cities. As a result, the survey's findings cannot represent all
people.
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