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Speed 
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Several researchers have studied the effects of competition on task performance, and have come to somewhat 
contradictory conclusions.  The present study was designed to further examine the effects of competition on task 
performance, and to focus specifically on implicit competition instructions.  Participants were either primed with a 
competitive frame or given non-competitive instructions, after which they were told to complete a word search 
puzzle as quickly as possible.  We found a significant positive effect of competitive framing on speed of task 
completion.  This revealed that competition, and specifically implicit competition, can have an effect on 
performance.  This supports some of the literature and challenges other studies, showing that different kinds of 
competition and different task structures could mediate the effects of competition. 
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Modern society tends to be competitive and goal-
oriented, and it seems likely that this trend spills into many 
facets of daily life (Hinsz, 2005).  There is research addressing 
how competition affects task performance, but this body of 
literature is somewhat unclear and limited in scope.  This is 
surprising because understanding the impact of competition on 
task efficacy has the potential to significantly influence teaching 
practices and studying habits.  A thorough evaluation of the 
effects of competition on task performance could have future 
implications for improving task performance. 

Saville (2009) directly examined the relationship 
between competition and performance.  He studied the 
response rates of twelve students performing a simple computer 
task involving clicking a button.  Participants were placed in 
one  of three  conditions.  One, a competitive  trial,  pitted  one 
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subject against another.  In another, self-competitive, 
condition, participants were instructed to beat their personal 
best scores.  The control, called the work-alone group, was 
non-competitive in nature; subjects simply completed the task 
with no encouragement to beat their own past scores or the 
scores of others.  Participants performed best (had the highest 
response rates) when they were in the competitive group, 
followed by the self-competitive condition, and worst in the no-
competition group, which indicated that on simple tasks, 
competition can improve performance. 

Hinsz (2005), however, found a more complicated 
relationship between competition and performance.  His 
research focused on complex interactions between goals, 
expectations, and competition in performance on a thinking 
task.  In this task, participants were instructed to brainstorm 
uses for common items.  They were split into competitive and 
non-competitive groups.  These were further subdivided into 
four goal categories: in one of these goal categories participants 
created a self-set goal; in a second, experimenters gave subjects 
a moderately difficult goal; experimenters in a third category 
set an extremely difficult goal for the participants, and the 
control condition was given no specific goal.  The competitive 
condition did not produce significantly different performance 
than the control condition.  However, a survey showed that 
participants who reported that the task felt competitive, 
regardless of actual condition, had increased performance.  
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This indicates that mindset, rather than overt competition, may 
have the largest effect on task performance.  

In contrast, Allscheid and Cellar (1996) found that 
competition had no effect on performance on an anagram 
solution task by college undergraduates.  A computerized 
program presented participants with a five-letter word and 
asked them to rearrange the letters into a new real word.  If the 
subjects beat their competitors in the experimental condition, or 
attained their goals in the control group, they would be 
rewarded by being allowed to leave the experiment early 
without a pay cut.  This study evaluated the effect of 
competitive instructions on speed and accuracy of task 
completion, but differed from previous studies of 
competitiveness by virtue of both the more difficult task used 
and the population being studied.  The fact that the results of 
Allscheid and Cellar contradict previous results renders 
worthwhile further study of the topic, particularly using more 
difficult experimental tasks. 

The data suggest that competition may improve task 
performance, though the research on this topic is not 
particularly robust and thus warrants replication.  In addition, 
the results seem to differ depending on task difficulty.  
Therefore, the present study seeks to fill the gap in the 
literature by using a more difficult task and employing a 
method of competitive priming which may be more relevant to 
a school setting—that is, implicit competitive priming by way 
of competitive instructions, rather than direct interpersonal 
competition.  This implicit framing is likely to be more 
analogous to the competition experienced by students.  Students 
experience implicit competition when teachers give bonus 
points to the student with the best grade, or even when students 
compare their own scores.  This study examined the effect of 
competitive priming on puzzle completion time by instructing 
one group of participants to finish the puzzle as fast as 
possible, while the other was instructed to try to beat the 
purported best puzzle completion time.  We hypothesized that 
competitive instructions would lead to faster task completion 
than would non-competitive instructions.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 

Participants were taken from two sections of an 
introductory research methods course at the University of 
Minnesota.  There were thirty subjects run, and their ages 
ranged from 19-23 years, with a median of 21 years.  Sixty-
five percent of participants were female.  Ninety percent of the 
participants were Caucasian, five percent were Asian, and the 
remainder were Somali.   
 
Materials 

This experiment used a word search (shown in 
Appendix A) that was found online to assess task performance.  
The two sets of instructions for the task, which represented the 
manipulation of the independent variable, were written by the 
experimenters (see Appendix B).  These instructions were 
communicated verbally to the participants.  Experimenters used 

a stopwatch to measure our dependent variable, which was the 
time it took to complete the word search task. 
 

Procedure 
In this independent-groups design, students in one 

section of the research methods course were placed in the 
control group, and those in another section were placed in the 
experimental group.  Because students were not randomly 
assigned to sections of the course, this represents a quasi-
experimental design.  Participants were run individually in one 
of four isolated rooms.  Researchers first obtained informed 
consent and then administered a survey to gather demographic 
information.  The experimenters told the control group to do 
the word search as fast as possible, using the instruction script 
in Appendix B.  Researchers instructed the experimental group 
that they should aim to beat the slightly unattainable alleged 
best time of three minutes.  The researchers chose this time to 
beat by measuring each researcher’s time to complete the 
puzzle and then taking approximately one minute off of the best 
time achieved, rounding down by several seconds.  No 
participants beat this best time, indicating that it was an 
appropriately unattainable goal.  Experimenters then instructed 
the participant to start his or her timer and begin the word 
search.  When they finished the task, they were told to stop the 
timer and alert the experimenter.  Subjects timed themselves so 
that participants in several rooms could be run simultaneously 
without causing the experimenters to make any potential timing 
errors. 

The time of completion, in seconds, was the dependent 
variable.  The predetermined plan was to stop participants who 
took longer than 10 minutes to complete the task and to discard 
their data.  This time limit was established to enable the 
researchers to finish the experiment within the allotted time 
frame.  No participants took longer than 10 minutes.   

After they had run the experiment, participants in the 
experimental group were debriefed verbally.  The researchers 
told them that the experiment assessed the effects of 
competition on task performance, and that the time they were 
asked to attempt to beat - three minutes - was unreasonable and 
nearly impossible to achieve.  Participants in the control group 
did not require as extensive a debriefing, and they were simply 
given contact information in case they had any questions. 
 

RESULTS 
 

After the experiment was completed and all the data 
were gathered, researchers compared the mean completion 
times of participants in the two groups using a one-tailed 
independent-groups t-test.  A one-tailed test was consistent with 
our hypothesis that the competitive time condition would show 
better task performance than the control group. 

The experimenters removed all data points that were 
more than two standard deviations from the mean.  This 
included no data points in the competitive data set, and only 
one data point in the non-competitive time group.  The 
researchers decided to remove this data point, which was above 
the mean, because of our concern that extraneous factors may 
have resulted  in this  outlying point.   However,  removing the  
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FIGURE 1.  Mean time to complete the word search task for the non-
competitive and competitive conditions. 

 
outlier did not change the significance of the results.  The 
analysis performed indicated that the non-competitive group (M 
= 409.1, SD = 92.16) took significantly longer to complete 
the word search than the competitive group (M = 302.6, SD = 
86.33), t(17) = 2.601, p = 0.009.  This difference is 
illustrated in Figure 1.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment supported the hypothesis 

that a competitive mindset can lead to faster task completion - 
even without any actual reward and without the presence of a 
real, competitive opponent.  These results are consistent with 
much of the research, including Saville (2009), whose research 
indicated that overt competition led to better task performance.  
The present study expanded upon Saville’s research by 
examining the effects of competitive priming rather than overt 
and rewarded competition.  We believe that these results may 
have a stronger relationship to current competition in schools 
and the workplace, which often utilize this priming technique 
rather than overt competition. 

We believe that the past studies combined with our 
results show evidence of the value and utility of motivation 
through competitive framing.  In particular, on a timed task, 
performance time can be improved by giving instructions 
encouraging participants to beat a certain benchmark time.  In 
most real-world situations, fast performance is preferable on 
repetitious tasks, such as problem solving (in a variety of 
forms) and bookkeeping.  These results have potential 
implications for many performance-based fields.  To better 
study a wider variety of tasks, the present study could be 
modified to examine the effects of a prompt stating the average 
time (rather than a best time) to see if an achievable time prime 
would be sufficient competition to enhance performance.  Most 
work and scholarly assignments are likely to have a less clear-
cut “time to beat,” preferring a model based on averages, such 
as C’s in school or average sales records. 

Another factor to consider as a potential block to 
generalizability of these results is the amount of stress that may 
be felt by people placed in a competitive frame.  Individuals 
may thrive in competitive situations involving a small amount 
of stress, but when the stress gets too extreme, they may no 

longer perform as well, potentially because of preoccupation 
with the stress itself.  Indeed, this relationship was suggested in 
a highly influential study, and should be taken into account 
when interpreting any results related to performance (Yerkes & 
Dodson, 1908).  Competitive priming needs to be considered 
through the lens of the Yerkes-Dodson law to determine the 
extent of the beneficial effect of competition.   

The present results suggest that framing tasks in a 
competitive way without offering rewards or direct 
encouragement may be a relatively unexplored route to 
enhancing task performance and motivation.  The present study 
adds to the literature demonstrating that competition is a 
motivator, and it expands the understanding of the benefits of 
implicit competition on task completion time. 
 

APPENDIX A 
 

 
 

ACQUAINTANCES
BOYFRIEND 
BUDDY 
CLOSENESS 
COMPANIONS 
CONFIDE 

FAVOR 
FONDNESS 
FRIENDLINESS 
FUN 
GIRLFRIEND 
GOOD TIMES 

HELP
LEND 
LOYALTY 
PAL 
PRANKS 
SHARE 

Find and circle all of the words that are hidden in the grid. 
The words may be hidden in any direction. 

 
APPENDIX B 

 

Control Group: 
Hi.  Today we would like you to complete this word search.  Please finish 

it as quickly as possible, then stop this timer and open the door to alert us to 
your completion.  Someone will be right outside if you have any questions. 
 
Experimental Group: 

Hi.  Today we would like you to complete this word search.  The fastest 
speed for this word search is 3 minutes 22 seconds.  Please finish it as quickly 
as possible.  After you’re done, stop this timer and open the door to alert us to 
your completion.  Someone will be right outside if you have any questions. 
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