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• When people must complete a difficult task and an easy task, 
do they have a preference for the completion order?

• Does an incentive for task completion change this?

When given an incentive for completing two tasks (one 
hard, one easy), people are more likely to do the 
difficult task first, compared to when there is no 
incentive.
Design: Participants (N = 233) imagined that their boss wanted them to 
complete two tasks: one difficult, one easy. Participants in the incentive 
condition were also told their boss would give them a bonus if they 
successfully completed both tasks.

Measure: Order choice: Which task do you want to complete first?

Results: People were more likely to do the difficult task first when there 
was an incentive, compared to when there was not.

• People are more apt to tackle a difficult task before an easy one when 
they are have an incentive to complete both than when they do not.

• This effect may arise (a) because incentives increase the motivation 
to complete the tasks, (b) because people think success is more 
important when they are incentivized, and (c) because people believe 
that doing the difficult task before the easy one leads to success.

• A low quality incentive does not increase motivation and does not 
increase the tendency to do the difficult task first.
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Introduction

Discussion

Study 1

Success seems more important 
in the presence of an incentive.

Design: Participants (N = 323). 
Same scenario as Study 1 with new 
DV

Measure: What order would be 
more important to you: one that 
makes you more successful or that 
makes the task more enjoyable?

Results: People said that success 
(vs. enjoyment) was more 
important to them when there was 
(vs. was not) an incentive.

Study 3

Incentives increase motivation to complete the difficult task, 
and this mediates the effect of the incentives on order choice.

Design: Participants (N = 297) imagined that a family member wanted them to 
complete two tasks: one difficult, one easy. Participants in the incentive condition 
were also told the family member would give them $50 if they successfully completed 
both tasks.

Measures: Order choice: Which task would you complete first?
Motivation measures: Motivation to complete the tasks.

Results: People were more likely to do the difficult task first when there was an 
incentive (58%), compared to when there was not (36%, p=.0001).

People were more motivated (M=6.05) to complete the tasks in the incentive (vs. non-
incentive) condition (5.66, p<.001). Motivation to complete the difficult task mediated 
the effect of incentive on order choice (Indirect effect: .1220, CI = [.0259, .2467]).

Study 4

(X2(1, 323) = 7.3, p = 0.007). 
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Study 3: Percent Preferring  

the “Successful” Order

(X2(1, N=233) = 14.03, p = 0.0002). 
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Study 1: Percent Doing the Difficult Task First

Participants (N = 225) imagined completing tasks in the 
difficult-easy order and the easy-difficult order. They indicated 
which order seemed more likely to lead to success and which 
seemed more enjoyable. Participants chose the difficult-easy 
order as more likely to lead to success (63%), but were unlikely 
to think it was the more enjoyable order (38%, p<.001). 

Study 2

Study 5
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Study 5: Percent Doing the Difficult Task 

First

A low-quality incentive doesn’t 
increase motivation and 
attenuates the effect of the 
incentive on order choice.

Design: Participants (N = 887) read 
the same scenario as in study 1. In 
addition to the original two 
conditions, a new condition 
(incentive – motivation reduced) 
told participants that they had 
reached their commission cap, so 
they wouldn’t receive the bonus 
either way.

Measure: Order choice: Which task 
would you complete first?

Results: The low-quality incentive 
reduced motivation and did not 
increase the likelihood of choosing 
to do the difficult task  first.
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