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Goal gradient—the psychological property of goals whereby 

motivation increases as goal-attainment draws nearer—is 

explained by the notion that every unit of effort and progress 

becomes more valuable and motivating as goal attainment 

draws nearer because it covers proportionately greater part of 

the remaining goal distance (Hull, 1934; Kivetz, Urminsky, & 

Zheng, 2006).

In this research I propose that this tendency will not exist for 

group-level goals. Group-level goals are those for which goal 

attainment is measured by collectively assessing the 

performance of all group members (Weingart & Weldon, 

1991). 

A group-level goal affords a possibility of free-riding—being 

able to attain benefits of goal attainment without pitching in the 

effort. I propose that as the attainment of a group-level goal 

draw nearer, the perceived likelihood to free-ride will increase. 

This will lead to a motivational decline and cancel out the 

motivational increase created by the mechanism that leads to a 

goal-gradient effect. 

Study 3 Continued Study 2

Study 3

N = 349 (MTurk). In this study I aimed to show that eliminating 

the possibility of free-riding brings out the goal-gradient effect for 

group-level goals. 

Participants were told that they are working of as a team with the 

rest of the participants in the HIT aiming to collect 100 points and 

that current progress was either 20 or 80 points toward the goal. 

They were also told that to contribute to goal progress, they will be 

asked to give-up half of their compensation for the HIT. Half the 

participants were told that if 100-points goal is reached, all 

participants will receive a $2 bonus regardless of whether or not

they contributed (control condition). The other half were told that 

if the goal is reached only those who contributed will receive a $2 

bonus (no-free-ride condition).

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to reconcile our findings with previous 

research which showed that goal-gradient effect exists for charitable-

giving goals. Since charitable giving is a form of group goal, we that 

it was important to address this apparent discrepancy. 

N=758 (MTurk) read a scenario in which they were collecting points 

in a loyalty program with a group of other coworkers. Half the 

participants read that they will split the reward among all group 

members if they get to 100 points, the other half read that the reward 

will be donated to charity if the goal of 100 points is reached. Recent 

research has consistently shown that people donate to obtain an 

emotional reward/“warm glow” (Andreoni, 1990; Cryder, 

Loewenstein, & Scheines, 2013; Cryder, Loewenstein, & Seltman, 

2013; Duncan, 2004; Erlandsson, Björklund, and Backström 2015; 

Sargeant & Woodliffe, 2007). 

Provided that a person would only feel “warm glow” if they 

actually contribute to a cause (free-riding is not possible), 

charitable-giving goals should exhibit a goal-gradient effect 

similar to that of individual-level goals. Half the participants 

read that they currently had 20 points in the program, while 

the other half read that they had 80 points. Participants chose 

between a more expensive option that contributes points to 

the loyalty program and a cheaper option that does not 

contribute points. 

This research shows that group-level goals do not exhibit a 

goal-gradient effect that typically occurs with individual-

level goals; and that this happens because group-level goals 

afford a possibility of free-riding, the likelihood of which 

increases as goal attainment draws nearer. Organizations that 

rely on individual contributions to reach group-level goals 

should be aware of this effect. 

N = 534 (MTurk). Participants imagined collecting points 

in a loyalty program either individually or as a group. Half 

the participants were told that their current progress is 20 

out of 100 points and the other half was told that their 

progress is 80 out of 100. Participants chose between a 

more expensive option that contributes points to the 

loyalty program and a cheaper option that does not 

contribute points. 
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