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 Ambitious 

Setting a minimum target may reduce motivation.  This is shown in a study 

conducted in 1986.  

Plans need to be realistic but ambitious.  To find out why, we look at the 

science behind targets and anchors.  An anchor is a number that influences 

people’s behaviour, in this case the target that people set themselves. 

In this study students were brought in to complete some really dull word 

puzzles. They were split into 3 groups. Before starting the puzzles: 

 

the first group were asked: "In this experiment, do you think you 

will be able to do (MORE THAN, LESS THAN, or EQUAL TO) 4 

of the anagrams?”   

 

the second group was asked "In this experiment, do you think 

you will be able to do (MORE THAN, LESS THAN, or EQUAL 

TO) 18 of the anagrams?”   

 

the third group were not asked such “anchoring questions”. 

Then all groups of puzzlers were asked to indicate what target they would give 

themselves.   
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The graph shows their responses. The group with the anchor of 18 set 

themselves the highest target (12). The group with no anchor was in the 

middle and the group with an anchor of 4 set themselves the lowest target (8). 

More interestingly the third group said that they could do MORE than the first 

group. This means that using that low figure led to people have lower 

ambitions than if they were not asked that question at all. The low figure took 

away people’s ambitions. Consider how this applies to your work when 

discussing a minimum number of worksearch activities. 

Notice that no group said that they could do 18, but just setting the high target 

made people more ambitious.  

This shows how anchoring to a target has an impact on people’s AMBITIONS.  

The lesson we learn is to avoid the minimum.  It’s better to have no target than 

a low target.  

Notice that no group said that they could do 18. This might be a sign that they 

stayed realistic. 

However, you might say that this study only looked at what the students said 

they will do. Often people say things but never get round to doing them. 

Consider every New Year’s Resolution you ever made. 

Show slide 7. 

 

The next part of the study looked at whether asking that simple question had 

an impact on what people did.  
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The anagrams in this study were impossible, to solve, so the researchers 

looked at the number of times the puzzles tried to complete the puzzles.  This 

was to measure people’s motivation and perseverance by seeing how many 

times the participants in the study attempted the anagrams. 

As you can see the same pattern emerges. People who were asked "In this 

experiment, do you think you will be able to do (MORE THAN, LESS THAN, or 

EQUAL TO) 4 of the anagrams?” were not only likely to end up less ambitious, 

but were also likely to be less motivated. This demonstrates the importance of 

setting ambitious expectations. 

This shows that low anchoring has an impact on PERFORMANCE and 

MOTIVATION as well as AMBITION.  It shows us how dangerous the low 

targets are: again, it’s better to have no anchor than a low anchor. 

FRN 04.01 

October 2013 

V1.1 

Page 3 of 3 




    

  

  
