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Abstract: On-demand service platforms have its gig workers to use self-set nonbinding performance goals to
regulate their effort and overcome potential self-control problems. To examine the effect of such self-goal setting
mechanisms, we build a behavioral model, derive theoretic results and testable hypotheses, and conduct a field
experiment on a large gig platform of food deliveries. The model incorporates the reference-dependent utility
theory of goal setting into the two-self framework of self-control. Our model analysis finds that individual
workers' optimal self-set goal may exhibit a spectrum of difficulty level, ranging from trivially to impossibly
achievable, depending on their reference-dependent utility coefficients and their self-control cost; and that their
effort is always higher with a properly set goal than the no-goal benchmark, although the difference is significant
only when both the reference-dependent utility coefficients and the self-control cost are sufficiently large. Our
experiment data confirms heterogeneous treatment effects: While the average treatment effect is insignificant, a
causal tree algorithm identifies a sub-group of population whose effort significantly increases under the goal-
setting treatments. Our study compares the two common types of performance metrics for goal setting, the
number of completed orders versus the total revenue. Both our model and experiment data suggest that the two
types of goals lead to equal effort improvement but different attainment probabilities. In particular, the goal
attainment rate is lower in the revenue-goal treatment than the quantity-goal treatment because workers tent to
set excessively high revenue goal. Our study demonstrates the efficacy and the limitations of self-goal setting
mechanisms, and yields two important managerial implications. First, there exists a reasonably sized population
for target marketing of the self-goal setting mechanisms; second, platforms would better encourage the use of
order-quantity goals instead of revenue-goals for higher attainment rates.
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