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Chapter 1 

General Introduction 

 

Goals play an important role in many areas of the individual’s life. The different 

goals that individuals pursue may direct their actions, motivate their behavior, and 

influence their decisions. Individuals may pursue many different kinds of goals: short-term 

goals (e.g., finishing an essay in the next couple of days), or long-term goals (e.g., saving 

for retirement), primary goals (e.g., getting one’s college diploma in time), or secondary 

goals (goals one does not necessarily see as an immediate priority; e.g., possibly following 

an internships while in college), specific target goals (e.g., ending the school year with a 

GPA of at least 3.5 out of 4), or vague goals (e.g., doing one’s best on the upcoming math 

exam), personal goals (e.g., getting a good grade on an exam, winning the junior tennis 

competition, or learning how to play a musical instrument), or group goals (e.g., reaching 

the midterm sales quota as a regional team). In the words of psychologist Alfred Adler, it 

would be quite difficult for us humans to “think, feel, or act without the perception of some 

goal” (1931, p. 3). In this regard, it may come as little surprise that psychologists have long 

been preoccupied with studying and understanding goal pursuit as a manifestation of 

competence relevant motivated behavior among humans.  

This dissertation focuses on achievement goals, one specific type of personal goals 

which individuals may pursue in achievement situations.  The achievement goal approach 

broadly defines achievement goals as mental representations of the individual’s desired 

levels of competence in the short-term or long-term (Elliot, 2005). Achievement goals are 

said to energize, direct, and organize one’s behavior during achievement situations by 

triggering one’s basic needs for competence, and by influencing one’s subsequent 

performance, interest, intrinsic motivation, and the like. We begin this dissertation with 

offering an overview of the achievement goal approach and briefly summarize the rather 

mixed findings in the literature to date. We proceed with offering an overview of the 

empirical chapters, followed by describing how each chapter addresses specific issues in 

the achievement goal research. We conclude this with summarizing overall results and 

discussing some future directions that may facilitate progress in the field. 
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The Achievement Goal Approach 

  Psychologist have long been preoccupied with the concept of “goal”, with the 

belief that goals can explain and predict the individual’s energization and direction of 

behavior in a variety of achievement situations (in the classroom, at work, or on the sports 

field). However, there seems to be surprisingly little consensus among researchers 

regarding what “goals” are (or - for that matter - what they are not). This lack of consensus 

has since sparked many debates over the definition of goals (e.g., see Elliot & Fryer, 2008, 

for a review), the conceptualization of goals (Bandura, 1986; Pintrich & Schunk, 1996; 

Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Van Yperen, 2006), the importance of goals (Dweck, 1986; 

Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001), or their relationships with specific outcomes 

(Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008; Midgley et al., 2001). 

For the last three decades, one construct that has received much research attention 

in the extant literature on competence-relevant motivation is the achievement goal 

construct (Duda, 2001; Dweck, 1986; Elliot, 2005; Nicholls, 1984). Initially, achievement 

goal theorists (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Nicholls, 1984) proposed a dichotomous 

conceptualization of achievement goals, distinguishing between mastery and performance 

goals (Ames, 1992; Elliot, 2005). Mastery goals are said to focus the individuals on 

learning and developing their competence (an intrapersonal, self-referenced standard), or 

on task mastery (an absolute, task-referenced standard). In contrast, performance goals are 

said to focus the individuals on demonstrating competence relative to others (an 

interpersonal, other-referenced standard). A more contemporary framework of 

achievement goals (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) differentiates between approach and 

avoidance forms of mastery and performance goals, identifying four different types of 

achievement goals which individuals may pursue. When individuals pursue mastery-

approach (MAp) goals, they focus on task-referenced (e.g., getting an answer right) or self-

referenced improvement and accomplishments (e.g., doing better than before). When 

individuals pursue performance-approach (PAp) goals, they focus on other-referenced 

accomplishments (e.g., doing better than others). When individuals pursue performance-

avoidance (PAv) goals, they focus on avoiding failure with regard to other-referenced 

standards (e.g., not doing worse than others). Finally, when individuals pursue mastery-

avoidance (MAv) goals, they focus on avoiding failure on a task-referenced (e.g., not 

getting an answer wrong), or a self-referenced standard (e.g., not doing worse than before). 
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Achievement goals were initially developed in education (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; 

Elliot & Dweck, 1988; Nicholls, 1984), but were rapidly adopted to other achievement 

domains (e.g., work, sports) in an attempt to understand the individuals’ motivation and 

behaviors in those domains (e.g., Button, Mathieu, & Zajac, 1996; Conroy, Elliot & Hofer, 

2003; Duda, Chi, Newton, Walling, & Catley, 1995; VandeWalle, 1997). The pursuit of 

achievement goals has been linked with performance attainment and intrinsic motivation 

(Harackiewicz, Barron, Carter, Lehto, & Elliot, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Van 

Yperen, 2006), two very important outcomes in the achievement goal nomological network 

(Elliot, Cury, Fryer, & Huguet, 2006; Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011). The degree to 

which an individual is successfully adapting to the demands of the achievement situation is 

usually signaled by that individual’s level of performance. Also, intrinsic motivation - 

defined as interest in and enjoyment of an activity for its own sake (Deci & Ryan, 1985) - 

is an important facet of self-regulation in the achievement domain.  

However, despite three decades of research on achievement goals, there seems to 

be surprisingly little consensus among achievement goal researchers regarding the 

relationships between achievement goals, on the one hand, and performance attainment 

and intrinsic motivation, on the other (Barron & Harackiewicz, 2003; Harackiewicz, 

Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002a; Linnenbrink-Garcia, Tyson, & Patall, 2008; 

Midgley, et al., 2001). Both mastery-approach goals and performance-approach goals are 

generally positively related to performance attainment (e.g., Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; 

Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001; Fischer & Ford, 1998; Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & 

Elliot, 2002b;  Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Janssen & Van Yperen, 2004; VandeWalle, 

2001), and intrinsic motivation (Harackiewicz et al., 1997, 2008; Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; 

Pintrich, 2000; Shih, 2005; Van Yperen, 2006), but exceptions may occur (Brett & 

VandeWalle, 1999; Brown, 2001; Lee, Sheldon, & Turban, 2003; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991; 

Skaalvik, 1997; VanYperen & Duda, 1999). Also, performance-avoidance goals and 

mastery-avoidance goals are generally negatively related to performance attainment (Elliot 

& Church, 1997; Harackiewicz et al., 2002b; 2008; Van Yperen, Elliot, & Anseel, 2009), 

and intrinsic motivation (Jagacinski, Kumar, & Boe, 2003; Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999), 

but are also sometimes unrelated to these outcomes (Elliot & Church, 1997; Harackiewicz 

et al., 1997; Shih, 2005; Van Yperen, 2006). 

In order to clarify these rather mixed findings in the achievement goal literature, we 

begin this dissertation with meta-analyzing the relationships between achievement goals 

and the two important (and most examined) outcomes in achievement goal research: 
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performance attainment and intrinsic motivation. A meta-analysis is a quantitative 

summary of the pooled results of studies on the same topic, which provides more 

meaningful results than any individual study on its own (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Across 

three meta-analytical reviews, we systematically explored the relationships between 

personally adopted achievement goals and performance attainment (Chapter 2), between 

personally adopted achievement goals and intrinsic motivation (Chapter 3), and between 

experimentally manipulated achievement goals and performance attainment (Chapter 4). In 

line with the basic tenets of the achievement goal approach (Elliot, 2005; Elliot & Church, 

1997), we expected approach goals (both MAp and PAp) to be positively related to 

performance and intrinsic motivation, and avoidance goals (both PAv and MAv) to be 

negatively related to performance and intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, we also expected 

the variation in effect sizes to be explained by specific moderators. 

Additionally, in the last two chapters of this dissertation, we address two relevant, 

yet largely neglected issues in achievement goal research, i.e., the effects on performance 

of a specific target in achievement goal pursuit (Locke & Latham, 1990; Seijts, Latham, 

Tasa, & Latham, 2004; Van Yperen, 2003a), and the moderating potential of achievement 

goals (Horvath, Herleman, McKie, 2006; Van Yperen, 2003a). Hence, in Chapter 5, we 

combined achievement goals and specific target goals to predict task performance. In 

Chapter 6, we investigated whether the positive relationship between task interest and 

performance attainment varied as a function of achievement goals (Lepper & Henderlong, 

2000; Renninger, 2000; Ryan & La Guardia, 1999). 

 

Overview of the Empirical Chapters 

 

Chapter 2 

In Chapter 2 we meta-analytically explored the relationships between personally 

adopted achievement goals and performance attainment. The strengths of a meta-analysis 

lays in its ability to integrate individual results obtained from similar studies, allowing us 

to draw more informed conclusions than based on any individual study alone (Borenstein, 

Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2009; Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Furthermore, a meta-

analysis allows the exploration of moderators, which may account for the mixed findings 

in the achievement goal literature regarding the links between achievement goals and 

performance attainment. More specifically, in this chapter we explored if achievement 

goals-performance links varied as a function of achievement domain (education, work, and 
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sports), the way in which achievement goal were operationalized in the existing literature 

(i.e., the type of scale used to measure these goals), specific socio-demographic 

characteristics (age, sex, and nationality), and the publication status of the studies included. 

 

Chapter 3 

In Chapter 3 we meta-analytically explored the relationships between personally 

adopted achievement goals and levels of intrinsic motivation (e.g., intrinsic interest, 

enjoyment, etc.), the main difference between this chapter and Chapter 2 hence being the 

outcome variable. Here as well, we explored if achievement domain, achievement goal 

measurement, socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex, and nationality), and 

publication status moderated the observed relationships between achievement goals and 

intrinsic motivation. 

 

Chapter 4 

This chapter explored the effects of experimentally manipulated achievement goals 

on performance attainment, and investigated which achievement goals benefited, and 

which undermined performance attainment. In addition, it was expected that specific task 

characteristics (anticipation of feedback and time pressure) moderate the effects of 

achievement goals on performance attainment.  

 

Chapter 5 

The aim of this chapter was to combine approach achievement goals and specific 

target goals (Locke & Latham, 1990), in an attempt to refine the potential of achievement 

goal pursuit. It is proposed that achievement goals, which specify the desired outcome (the 

“what”) may have meaningful targets attached to their pursuit (the “how”). These 

meaningful targets (with different levels of objective difficulty) may then signal 

individuals the benchmarks they need to strive for to successfully attain their goals. Also, 

performance expectancy was proposed to moderate these relationships. We expected that 

only individuals with high performance expectancy should benefit from the pursuit of 

difficult mastery-approach goals, since they feel they can meet the challenge associated 

with high goals of self-improvement. 
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Chapter 6 

In the final empirical chapter, we examined the moderating role of achievement 

goals, a largely neglected topic in achievement goal research (Horvath, Herleman, McKie, 

2006; Van Yperen, 2003a). More specifically, this chapter investigated whether the often 

documented positive link between personal task interest and performance attainment would 

be maintained for performance-approach goals with specific targets attached (e.g., easy vs. 

difficult). 

 

Additional Remarks 

The empirical chapters in this dissertation are based on papers that are either in 

preparation for submission, under review, or already published in peer-review journals. As 

a result, the chapters can be read independently of each other and may contain some 

overlap, as well as recurring information.  

Furthermore, the empirical chapters have been written in collaboration and 

consultation with others. Accordingly, the personal pronoun “we”, instead of the personal 

pronoun “I” is being used throughout this dissertation, as I express thoughts and ideas that 

were developed in cooperation with my co-authors.  
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Chapter 2 

Achievement Goals and Performance:  

A Meta-Analytic Review of Correlational Studies* 

 

Abstract 

This meta-analysis explored the relationships between personally adopted achievement 

goals from the perspective of the 2 x 2 achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 

2001) and performance attainment. Ninety correlational studies, comprising 313 individual 

effect sizes and 38,738 participants, were coded on achievement domain (education, work, 

or sports), type of scale used to measure achievement goals, and socio-demographic 

characteristics (age, sex, and nationality). Performance measures included actual 

performance, or performance rated by a practiced professional (e.g., teacher, supervisor, or 

coach). Not included were theoretical papers, studies measuring goals or performance at 

the group level, studies manipulating achievement goals, or studies utilizing self-reported 

measures of performance. Overall, mastery-approach (MAp) goals and performance-

approach (PAp) goals were positively correlated with performance, whereas performance-

avoidance (PAv) goals and mastery-avoidance (MAv) goals were negatively correlated 

with performance. In addition, several achievement goal-performance correlations differed 

significantly from each other as a function of achievement domain, scale type, or sample 

characteristics. Implications and future directions are discussed. 
 
 
 
Keywords: achievement goals, meta-analysis, performance, correlational, motivation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*This chapter is based on Blaga, M., Van Yperen, N.W., & Postmes, T. (2012). Personally adopted and 
assigned achievement goals and performance attainment: Exploring the role of moderators in two meta-
analyses. Manuscript in preparation. 
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The drive for performance is fundamental to human nature, manifesting itself 

across a variety of achievement domains, such as the classroom (e.g., a student wanting to 

get the best grades), the workplace (e.g., an employee wanting to generate the highest 

levels of sales for her company), or the sports field (e.g., an athlete wanting to win a 

competition). Yet, the road from “wanting” performance to actually “achieving” 

performance is not always an obvious one, thus raising the question:  What may be the 

antecedents of performance attainment?  

An interactive model posited by Blumberg and Pringle (1982), proposes three main 

dimensions that must be present to some degree for performance attainment to occur: 

capacity, opportunity, and willingness. In turn, all these three dimensions consist of a 

number of component variables that apply to some degree to each individual. For example, 

capacity “represents the effects of the individual’s knowledge, talent, skills, intelligence, 

age, state of health, level of education, endurance, stamina, energy level, motor skills, and 

similar variables” (Blumberg & Pringle, 1982, p. 563). Opportunity is represented by 

certain environmental factors beyond the individual’s control, be it states of nature, actions 

of significant others, or a combination of the two. Finally, willingness comprises of 

motivation, attitudes, norms, and values, personality, self-image, and other closely related 

concepts. The interactive model is summative in nature, suggesting that even in the 

absence of some variables (e.g., talent; Ericsson, Krampe, & Heizmann, 1993) there still 

would be some other variables to potentially influence performance attainment.  

While certain variables are to some degree expendable, motivation in particular is 

considered crucial for the energization and direction of competence-relevant behavior. The 

need for competence is a core psychological need (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 1990), and 

individuals may direct and channel their general desire for competence by making use of 

concrete, cognitively-rooted achievement goals (Elliot & Church, 1997). These 

achievement goals influence how people define, experience, and respond to the specific 

competence-relevant situations that they encounter (Dweck, 1986; Elliot, 2005). In the past 

three decades, the achievement goal approach has emerged as an influential area of 

research dedicated to understanding the reasons behind individuals’ drive to achieve 

competence and performance (Elliot, 2005). Despite the extant work done to explore the 

relationships between personally adopted achievement goals and performance, results are 

surprisingly diverse and inconsistent. The purpose of this study is to explore systematically 

the relationships between achievement goals and performance attainment through meta-



 
 

 
Chapter 2 | page 17 

 
 

analysis. A meta-analysis is a quantitative summary of the pooled results of studies on the 

same topic, which provides more meaningful results than any individual study on its own 

(Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  

We begin with a short overview of the achievement goal approach, and summarize 

the mixed research findings on the relationships between personally adopted achievement 

goals and performance. We then introduce and discuss potential moderators of these 

relationships, moderators which may explain these mixed results. After presenting and 

discussing the results, we conclude with elaborating on the implications of, and future 

directions for our findings.  

 

The Achievement Goal Approach 

The achievement goal approach broadly defines achievement goals as mental 

representations of the individual’s desired levels of competence in the short-term or long-

term (Elliot, 2005). Achievement goals serve to organize and energize the individuals’ 

basic need for competence, driving their hopes, fears, and subsequent levels of 

performance in achievement situations. At first, achievement goal theorists distinguished 

between two major types of achievement goals, based on the distinction in the individuals’ 

rooted reference to competence: on the one hand, the goal rooted in a task-referenced or 

self-referenced standard, called a “mastery” goal (also labeled “task” goal, or “learning” 

goal); on the other hand, the goal rooted in an other-referenced standard, called a 

“performance” goal (also labeled “ego” goal, or “ability” goal; Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 

1984). Generally, there is a substantial overlap among the different definitions of 

“mastery” and “performance” goals (Ames, 1992; Heyman & Dweck, 1992). Both mastery 

goals and performance goals were initially considered approach-only goals (Ames, 1992; 

Ames & Archer, 1988; Duda & Nicholls, 1992), meaning that they were presumed to 

direct the individual towards attaining positive outcomes and desirable events.  

Contradictory findings regarding the links between these goals and performance 

attainment led researchers to propose and to validate an additional avoidance component of 

both mastery and performance goals (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pintrich, 

2000). Achievement goals not only serve to approach positive outcomes, but also to avoid 

negative outcomes. Thus, achievement goals differ on how competence is defined (i.e., 

mastery vs. performance), as well as on how competence is valenced (i.e., approach vs. 

avoidance). Crossing definition and valence resulted in a four-factor model of achievement 
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goals (Elliot & McGregor, 2001): mastery-approach (MAp) goals, performance-approach 

(PAp) goals, performance-avoidance (PAv) goals, and mastery-avoidance (MAv) goals 

(see Figure 2.1, p. 48). Individuals pursuing mastery-approach goals focus on task-

referenced or self-referenced improvement and accomplishments, while individuals 

pursuing performance-approach goals focus on other-referenced accomplishments (e.g., 

performing better than others). Individuals pursuing performance-avoidance goals focus on 

avoiding failure with regard to other-referenced standards of performance (e.g., not 

performing worse than others), while individuals pursuing mastery-avoidance goals focus 

on avoiding failure stemming from task-referenced or self-referenced standards of 

performance (e.g., not doing worse than before).  

 

Achievement Goals and Performance Attainment 

 Performance attainment, a key variable of achievement goal pursuit, is the 

dependent variable in this chapter. The individual’s level of performance is said to reveal 

precious information about one’s potential to adapt to the achievement situation (e.g., 

Elliot et al., 2006). Achievement goal research has produced numerous studies aimed at 

clarifying individuals’ motivation and their drive to attain performance. Links between 

personally adopted achievement goals and performance attainment have been found in a 

variety of samples, ranging from primary school children (e.g., Hau & Salili, 1990), to 

undergraduates (e.g., Elliot & McGregor, 1999; Harackiewicz et al., 2002b; 2008), and 

from working adults (e.g., Janssen & Van Yperen, 2004; VandeWalle, Brown, Cron, & 

Slocum, 1999), to professional athletes (e.g., Bois, Sarrazin, Southon, & Boiche, 2009). 

Achievement goal pursuit is linked to performance attainment, but the pattern of 

results across studies is rather inconsistent. MAp goals, for example, were often found to 

be positively linked to performance across a variety of samples (e.g., Bell & Kozlowski, 

2002; Darnon, Butera, & Harackiewicz, 2007; Fisher & Ford, 1998; Janssen & Van 

Yperen, 2004; Nien & Duda, 2008; Schmidt & Ford, 2003; Seijts, Latham, Tasa, & 

Latham, 2004; Sideridis, 2003; VandeWalle, 2001; VandeWalle, et al., 1999), but were 

also sometimes unrelated to performance (e.g., Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; Davis, Mero, & 

Goodman, 2007; Harackiewicz et al., 2002b; 2008; Lee, Sheldon, & Turban, 2003; Phillips 

& Gully, 1997; Skaalvik, 1997), or even negatively related to it (e.g., Brown, 2001; 

Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2003; Yoo, 1994). 
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Similarly, PAp goals were found to be positively related to performance, especially 

in the educational domain (e.g., Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001; Harackiewicz et al., 2002b; 

2008; Urdan, 2004a; Wolters, 2004). Yet in other studies, PAp goals were unrelated to 

academic performance (see Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001, for a review), work 

performance (e.g., Seijts, et al., 2004), or improvement in sports performance (e.g., Van 

Yperen & Duda, 1999). 

Due to the inconsistency of these findings, we believe that there are additional 

variables that may moderate the relationships between achievement goals and performance 

attainment. In the following sections we will propose the rationale for exploring these 

possible moderators. 

 

Achievement Domain 

Previous systematic reviews have summarized the findings of individual studies 

from one specific achievement domain. For example, a number of meta-analyses (e.g., 

Bodmann, Hulleman, & Schrager, 2007), and review articles (Barron & Harackiewicz, 

2003; Harackiewicz et al., 2002a; Linnenbrink-Garcia, Tyson, & Patall, 2008; Midgley, 

Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001) focused exclusively on the education domain. This body of 

literature concludes generally positive bivariate correlations between MAp goals and 

academic performance (e.g., Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008), as well as between PAp 

goals and academic performance (e.g., Harackiewicz et al., 2002a).  

The few reviews that included alternative achievement domains have merely ran 

general explorations by collapsing all studies into one analysis, thus ignoring the unique 

characteristics that may be present across these different achievement domains. For 

example, in a recent meta-analysis, Hulleman and his colleagues (2010) collapsed their 

findings across various achievement domains (e.g., education, work, sports, social), 

concluding that both MAp goals (r = .11) and PAp goals (r = .06) were in general 

positively related to performance, and PAv goal (r = -.13) and MAv goals (r = -.12) were 

negatively related to performance. In their meta-analysis, Baranik, Stanley, and their 

colleagues (2010) collapsed studies from the domains of education and work, concluding 

similar findings with somewhat different effect size magnitude levels: positive for MAp 

goals (r = .10) and PAp goals (r = .13), and negative for PAv goals (r = -.18) and MAv 

goals (r = -.09). Payne and her colleagues (2007) altogether excluded from their meta-

analysis adolescent samples (preponderant in education), as well as studies from the sports 
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domain, and only focused on working adults, yet failed to provide further descriptive 

statistics of their sample. They subsequently report links between achievement goals and 

two separate outcome measures: academic performance and job performance. They found 

positive relations between MAp goals and academic performance (r = .16), and no 

relations between PAp goals (r = .02) and academic performance, or PAv goals (r = -.06) 

and academic performance. The correlations were overall positive between MAp goals (r = 

.18) and job performance, and PAp goals (r = .11) and job performance, with no study 

assessing the correlation between PAv goals and job performance. While Payne et al. 

(2007) seemingly found it important to distinguish between education and work, they did 

not later discuss their findings from the perspective of achievement domain whatsoever. 

While the observed patterns in these meta-analyses are largely similar, the different 

effect size magnitudes may be ascribed to the different achievement domains being 

combined and/or omitted. Although achievement goals were examined in a variety of 

achievement domains, to date, the potential importance of achievement domain was 

essentially ignored. However, achievement domains should be considered in the study of 

achievement goals, as these different contexts can be quite diverse in terms of types of 

activity (e.g., school, work, sports), age and different levels of experience (e.g., students 

vs. working adults), and differential valuation of social comparisons in different 

achievement domains (e.g., in sport settings, social comparison and competition are more 

obvious and common; cf., Hulleman, Durik, Schweigert, & Harackiewicz, 2008).  

To summarize, achievement domain seems to be an essential, yet basically 

overlooked aspect during achievement goal pursuit, and it may account for some of the 

inconsistent findings in the literature. Accordingly, we explored the moderating potential 

of achievement domain on the links between achievement goals and performance 

attainment. To our knowledge, no meta-analysis to date has investigated this so far. 

 

Type of Scale 

The number of scales used to measure achievement goals has considerably 

increased over the past three decades (Conroy, Elliot, & Hofer, 2003; Duda, Chi, Newton, 

Walling, & Catley, 1995; Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Midgley et al., 

1998, 2000; VandeWalle, 1999). The expansion of the nomological network of 

achievement goals from a two-factor model, to a three- and four-factor model (Elliot, 

2005) has undoubtedly increased our understanding of the predictive utility of achievement 
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goals. However, the related increase in the number of achievement goal scales came at a 

cost, creating conceptual ambiguities and inconsistencies in achievement goal 

measurement (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005; Elliot & Thrash, 2001). These inconsistencies in 

measurement make it difficult to compare and contrast empirical results. Indeed, the way 

in which achievement goals are operationalized can markedly influence the relationships 

between various goals and performance (cf., Grant & Dweck, 2003; Hulleman et al., 

2010).  

Firstly, in achievement goal measures, different evaluative normative standards are 

used: task-referenced, self-referenced, and other-referenced (Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 

2011). Task-referenced mastery achievement goals refer to an absolute standard of 

comparison (e.g., getting an answer right), thus defining competence in terms of doing well 

or poorly relative to normative task demands. Self-referenced mastery achievement goals 

use an intrapersonal standard of comparison, focusing the individual on learning, or 

improving oneself, or on not worsening relative to one’s past levels of performance. Other-

referenced performance achievement goals use an interpersonal standard of comparison, 

focusing the individual on the prospects of doing good or bad compared to others. To 

complicate matters, some measures (e.g., Elliot & Murayama, 2008) emphasize one 

standard (e.g., “My aim is to perform well relative to others”), more standards at one time 

(Midgley et al., 2000; “An important reason why I do my school work is because I like to 

learn new things”), or no explicit standards at all (e.g., Duda, et al., 1995; “I feel most 

successful when I do my very best”). 

Secondly, several achievement goal measures include items referring to some 

broader, more general reasons for why one pursues a certain standard (e.g., to prove my 

teacher I am the best; to impress my friends, etc.). Reason can be exhaustive in scope and 

breadth, as individuals might pursue a specific standard (e.g., to outperform others), for a 

variety of different reasons (e.g., to get recognition from my peers, to show my parents I 

can do it, to get into a good college, etc.). 

Thirdly, achievement goal measures may additionally contain components related 

to interest, positive or negative affect, or even non-goal relevant language. As noted by 

Miller (2005), a substantial number of the current avoidance goal items, in particular for 

MAv goals may better represent measures of worry and fear. Recognizing this issue, Elliot 

and Murayama (2008) offered a thorough overview of various goal measures, positing that 

goals should be assessed clearly, preferably as aims or standards for competence, and if 
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possible avoid the inclusion of other non-goal relevant constructs. Yet, many of the 

existing measures of achievement goals still in use today seem to measure different aspects 

of the achievement goal construct. 

We propose that by investigating the ways in which goals have been 

operationalized across various achievement goal measures may also help clarify some of 

the inconsistent findings in the literature. In a recent meta-analysis, Hulleman and his 

colleagues (2010) also explored the importance of goal operationalization. However, these 

authors excluded from their sample some “studies in which goals were measured with 

statements of positive affect rather than goal-relevant language” (p. 430; e.g., “I feel 

successful when . . .”; task/ego orientation; Duda et al., 1995).  Yet, surprisingly enough, 

they included other achievement goal measures that had “individual affective statements” 

(p. 430; e.g., Midgley’s et al. PALS, 2000). In contrast, in the present meta-analysis, we 

included all studies that used established achievement goal measures (e.g., Elliot et al. 

scales, 1997, 2001, 2008; Midgley et al. scales, 2000; VandeWalle scale, 1997, etc.), 

including the achievement goal measures developed by Duda et al. (1995), and Roberts et 

al. (1998), two instruments widely used in the sports domain (Bonney, 2006) but excluded 

by Hulleman et al. (2010). This approach affords a full investigation of various aspects of 

goal operationalization (e.g., standards, reasons, non-goal relevant language, or a 

combination of these). Moderating effects of scale type could suggest that the variance in 

effect size magnitudes for the links between achievement goals and performance 

attainment can be explained by the different operationalizations of achievement goals. No 

moderation by scale type may suggest that there is some consistency across conceptually 

different achievement goal measures. However, it is important to note that some scales are 

exclusively used in one particular achievement domain, so that types of scale and 

achievement domain are confounded factors1. 

 

Sample Characteristics 

In addition to achievement domain and type of scale, a number of additional 

moderators of the achievement goal-performance relations were also investigated. These 

additional moderators were either relevant to current debates in the field of achievement 

goals (e.g., age, sex), or were typically included in meta-analyses (e.g., nationality, 
                                                           
1 Scales such as the Duda et al. (1995) scale, Elliot scales (trichotmous AGQ of Elliot & Church (1997), 2 x 2 
AGQ of Elliot & McGregor (2001),  2 x 2 AGQ-R of Elliot & Murayama (2008)), or the VandeWalle (1997) 
scale, are  generally domain specific, but exceptions can occur (e.g., Davis, Mero, Goodman, 2007). 
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publication status). Findings on achievement goals’ relation to age (Midgley et al., 2001), 

and sex (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002) are scarce and debated in the achievement goal 

literature (Pintrich, 2000; Shibley Hyde & Durik, 2005). However, some researchers 

suggest achievement goal adoption to be more susceptible to age (Cain & Dweck, 1995; 

De Lange, Van Yperen, Van der Heijden, & Bal, 2010; Elliot & Reis, 2003; Smiley & 

Dweck, 1994), and sex (e.g., Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Morris & Kavussanu, 2008). Also, 

some studies found sex differences with regard to achievement goal effects (e.g., Blaga & 

Van Yperen, 2008). Considering the above issues, exploratory analyses for the sample 

characteristics age, sex, nationality, and publication status were conducted. 

 

Aim of the Present Meta-Analysis 

 The aim of this meta-analysis was to investigate the relationships between 

personally adopted achievement goals and performance attainment. First, the overall 

correlations between each of the four achievement goals (MAp, PAp, PAv, and MAv) and 

performance were examined. Follow-up analyses focused on the important additions and 

extensions of previous meta-analyses, by systematically exploring if achievement goals-

performance relationships were moderated by achievement domain (education, work, and 

sport), or the type of scales used to measure achievement goals. In addition, a number of 

other moderators of the achievement goal-performance correlations (age, sex, nationality, 

and publication status) were investigated. Finally, where allowed by the number of studies, 

two-way interactions between moderators were examined. 

 

Method 

 

Sample of Studies 

Published and unpublished studies were identified using a variety of established 

meta-analytic search methods. First, a computerized web-based search of PsycINFO and 

Web of Science up to March 1st, 2011 was conducted, using the key words: achievement 

goal, goal orientation, mastery goal, mastery approach goal, mastery-approach goal, 

approach goal,  performance goal, performance approach goal, performance-approach 

goal, avoidance goal, performance avoidance goal, performance-avoidance goal, mastery 

avoidance goal, mastery-avoidance goal, learning goal, learning goal orientation, task 

goal, task goal orientation, prove goal, prove goal orientation, performance prove goal, 



 
Chapter 2 | page 24 
 

performance prove goal orientation, ego goal, ego goal orientation, ability goal, 

performance, and performance attainment. Second, the reference lists of recent meta-

analyses (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman, et al., 2010; Payne, et al., 2007) and 

relevant review articles (e.g., Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008; Senko, Hulleman, & 

Harackiewicz, 2011) were browsed. Third, online databases (PsycINFO and Web of 

Science) were searched using author names associated with specific achievement goal 

measures (e.g., Elliot, Midgley, Roberts, VandeWalle, Duda, etc.). Fourth, the database of 

Dissertation Abstracts International was searched for PhD dissertations on the topic of 

achievement goals and performance. Fifth, individual experts in the field were contacted 

and requested to provide unpublished papers that could not be retrieved otherwise. 

 

Selection Criteria 

In order to be considered for the meta-analyses, a study had to meet several criteria: 

1. The achievement goals were measured at the individual level (i.e., theoretical 

papers, studies that manipulated achievement goals, and studies that measured goals at the 

group-level were excluded); 

2. The achievement goals could be categorized as MAp, PAp, PAv, or MAv (Elliot 

& McGregor, 2001)2; 

3. No same-source bias in the performance measures, namely no performance 

indicators evaluated by the individuals themselves. To meet this criterion, three articles 

were excluded (Le Bars, Gernigon, & Ninot, 2009; Silver, Dwyer, & Alford, 2006; Wang, 

Biddle, & Elliot, 2007) as they contained self-reported measures of performance (e.g., self-

evaluated scores on the task). Also, studies measuring performance at the group level were 

excluded; 

4. Zero-order correlations for the variables under scrutiny were reported, including 

sufficient statistically relevant information (e.g., sample size) to allow computation of 

effect size statistics; 

5. Sufficient information on the moderator variables could be extracted. A small 

number of studies did not report relevant information on age or sex. When this was the 

                                                           
2 The dichotomous measure for the work domain developed by Button et al. (1996) combines approach and 
avoidance valenced items of the performance goal into one measure. Therefore, in the current meta-analysis, 
the studies that used the Button et al. scale were separately analyzed and discussed. 
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case, the cells for those respective values were approximated (age3), or coded as missing 

(sex); 

6. The study article had to be written in English.  

Two coders were trained prior to the coding process. Half of the studies were coded 

by both coders, with the remaining studies divided equally between the coders. For the 

overlapping articles (half of the studies), the overall agreement rate on effect size statistics 

and moderators (domain, scale type, age, sex, nationality, and publication status) was 

79.5% (Cohen’s k = .58)4. Disagreements were resolved through concurrence before the 

data was analyzed. 

 

Final Sample of Studies 

In total, the final data set contained 90 studies, with a total of 38,738 participants, 

and 313 individual effect sizes. 

 

Moderators 

 

Domain 

 Each study was coded for the specific achievement domain (education, work, or 

sports) in which the achievement goals were assessed.  

 

Type of Scale 

 The type of scales used to measure achievement goals could be grouped in two 

categories: (1) commonly used scales (e.g., the trichotomous Elliot & Church (1997) 

Achievement Goal Questionnaire scale (AGQ-3), the trichotomous VandeWalle (1997) 

scale, the 2 x 2 Elliot and colleagues’ (2001, 2008) Achievement Goal Questionnaire scale 

(AGQ-4), the Midgley and colleagues’ (2000) PALS scale; and (2) other published 

instruments adapted and customized from existing scales (e.g., Harackiewicz et al., 1997; 

Skaalvik, 1997). 

                                                           
3 The paper by Durik, Lovejoy, and Johnson (2009) describes the sample as “college students from a large 
metropolitan area” in the United States of America. In this case, the age of the participants was approximated 
to match the average age of college students reported in similar studies. 
4 As a rule of thumb, a Cohen’s k value of .58 indicates moderate to good levels of agreement (Landis & 
Koch, 1977). 
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From a historical perspective, the measurement of achievement goals is 

traditionally done with a number scales within each domain (Baranik, Barron, & Finney, 

2007), making scale type and achievement domain difficult to disentangle. Commonly 

used scales in the education domain are the achievement goal scales of Elliot and his 

colleagues (AGQ-3 and AGQ-4). Besides these, a substantial number of studies used the 

PALS scale (Midgley et al., 2000), or adapted and developed their own scales (Skaalvik, 

1997).  

One widely used scale to measure achievement goals in the work domain was 

developed by VandeWalle (1997). This scale was developed to address the mixed 

approach/avoidance valenced items for performance goals included in the Button et al. 

scale (1996), a more general scale formerly developed for the work domain. The 

measurement of MAv goals in the work domain is gradually starting to emerge (Baranik et 

al., 2007).  

Traditionally, achievement goals in the sports domain were assessed with 

dichotomous goal instruments developed by Duda and her colleagues (1995), or by 

Roberts and his colleagues (1998). In the past decade or so, the sports domain has also seen 

some efforts of incorporating an approach/avoidance dimension in the construct of 

achievement goals (Conroy et al., 2003). 

In order to systematically assess the potential moderating role of scale type, all 

individual goal items in the commonly used instruments were coded by two independent 

raters (cf. Hulleman et al., 2010). Items were coded as goal relevant if they contained 

language referring to a standard (task, self, and other), a reason, or a combination of 

standard and reason. For example, a “goal as standard” item was: “My aim is to perform 

well relative to other students”. A “goal as reason” item was: “An important reason I do 

my school work is so that I don’t embarrass myself”. A combination of standard and 

reason item was: “I want to do well in this class to show my ability to my family, friends, 

advisors, or others”. Additionally, items were coded as containing non-goal relevant 

language if they mentioned interest (e.g., “An important reason I do my schoolwork is 

because I enjoy it”), positive affect (e.g., “I feel most successful when a skill I learned feels 

right”), negative affect (e.g., “I am often concerned that I might not learn all there is to 

learn in this class”), or were worded as broad generic statements (e.g., “When I have 

difficulty solving a problem, I enjoy trying different approaches to see which one will 

work”). When items reflected combinations of standards, reasons, and non-goal specific 
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language, they were coded as mixed (e.g., “I would feel successful in school if I did better 

than most other students”).  After having coded all the individual items, the two 

independent coders compared ratings. Overall agreement rate was 86.3% (Cohen’s k = 

.81). Disagreements regarding item categorizations were resolved through concurrence. 

Within the scales, a big diversity in the achievement goal items was observed, with 

no single category (goal as standard, goal as reason, or non-goal) emerging as clearly 

predominant for any of the achievement goals (see Figures 2.2-2.5). However, per 

individual scales (Table 2.1), the AGQ-4 seemed to have the largest percentage of 

normatively referenced achievement goal items (about 91% across its four subscales). In 

comparison, the PALS (Midgley et al., 2000) had a somewhat even mix of goal and non-

goal relevant items (42%  non-goal items), while virtually all items in both the Duda et al. 

(1995) scale and Roberts et al. (1998) scale contained non-goal relevant language. 

 

Additional Moderators 

 When reported in the studies, age was coded as a continuous variable. Sex was 

calculated as the proportion of women and could range from 0 to 1. Nationality was coded 

into four categories: 1 = US/Canada, 2 = Europe (e.g., France, The Netherlands, Norway, 

UK, etc.), 3 = Asia (e.g., China, Taiwan. etc.), and 4 = other (e.g., sample of mixed ex-

pats). Finally, publication status was coded in two categories: 1 = published (e.g., articles 

in peer-reviewed journals), and 2 = unpublished (e.g., dissertations, conference 

presentations, poster presentations). 

 

Measures of Performance  

 In the education domain, performance measures included grade point averages 

(e.g., Elliot, McGregor, & Gable, 1999; Eppler & Harju, 1997; Harackiewicz et al., 2008), 

final exam scores (e.g., Chen, Gully, Whiteman, & Klicullen, 2000; Cron, Slocum, 

VandeWalle, & Fu, 2005; Dupeyrat & Marine, 2005), mid-term exam scores (e.g., Greene 

& Miller, 1996), performance on specific exams, such as mathematics (e.g., Seegers, Van 

Putten, & Vermeer, 2004; Sideridis, 2005b; Zusho, Pintrich, & Cortina, 2005), or 

chemistry (e.g., Church, Elliot, & Gable, 2001), and class performance as assessed by 

teachers (e.g., Bong, 2009). 
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In the work domain, performance measures included sales performance (e.g., 

Porath & Bateman, 2006; Potosky & Ramakrishna, 2002), and supervisor rated job 

performance (e.g., Janssen & Van Yperen, 2004; Wang & Takeuchi, 2007).  

In the sports domain, performance measures included performance on obligatory 

exercise (e.g., Hall, Kerr, Kozub, & Finnie, 2007), absolute ranking in tournaments (e.g., 

Bois, Sarrazin, Southon, & Boiche, 2009), competition outcomes (e.g., Stoeber, Uphill, & 

Hotham, 2009), and sport competence assessed by coaches and trainers (e.g., Cervello, 

Rosa, Calvo, Jimenez, & Iglesias, 2007; Hulleman et al., 2008; Van Yperen & Duda, 

1999).  

 

Statistical Method 

For every study in the meta-analysis, an effect size (r) was obtained between a 

specific achievement goal and performance. Eight papers, reporting more than one relevant 

study for the meta-analysis, contributed multiple independent effect sizes (Breland & 

Donovan, 2005; Button, et al., 1996; Chen, et al., 2000; Elliot & McGregor, 1999; Elliot, 

McGregor, & Gable, 1999; Hulleman, et al., 2008; Sideridis, 2005b; Stoeber, Uphill, & 

Hotham, 2009). Two papers (Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Zusho, Pintrich, & Cortina, 2005) 

that tested different performance outcomes on distinct samples within the same study, also 

contributed multiple independent effect sizes5.  

Positive effect sizes reflect a positive relation between achievement goals and 

performance, and negative effect sizes reflect a negative relation between achievement 

goals and performance. All papers reported at least two correlations per study (e.g., MAp 

goal-performance, PAp goal-performance, etc.). To address the issue of effect size 

interdependence, four data sets were created: (1) a data set for all the studies reporting a 

correlation between MAp goals and performance; (2) a data set for all the studies reporting 

a correlation between PAp goals and performance; (3) a data set for all the studies 

reporting a correlation between PAv goals and performance; and (4) a data set for all the 

studies reporting a correlation between MAv goals and performance. Subsequent analyses 

were conducted on each of these data sets. In accordance with recommendations by Lipsey 

                                                           
5 For example, Harackiewicz et al. (2008) measured two performance outcomes – Psychology GPA and 
semester GPA – for one group of students. For the analysis, the group was split in two: one subgroup’s goals 
were correlated with Psychology GPA, while the second subgroup’s goals were correlated with semester 
GPA. Since the two effect sizes were obtained from distinct subgroups, they were considered independent 
from each other. 
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and Wilson (2001) and Wilson (2010), effect sizes were Fisher’s Z transformed and sample 

sizes were weighted prior to the actual data analysis. All statistical analyses of the data 

were performed under a random-effects model approach. 

 

Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

The final data set contained 90 studies, of which the majority were from the 

educational domain (k = 74, 82.22%), followed by the sports domain (k = 9, 10%), and the 

work domain (k = 7, 7.7%). The percentage of women was 54.41%. The nationality of the 

participants was mostly U.S. or Canadian (70.9% of the sample), followed by European 

(19.5%), Asian (7.7%), and other (1.9%).    

From the studies with commonly used scales, the majority were comprised of the 

AGQ-3 scale (k  = 14), and the trichotomous VandeWalle scale (k = 14), followed by the 

AGQ-4 scale (k = 12), Midgley’s et al. PALS (k = 12), the Button et al. scale (k = 7), the 

Duda et al. scale (k = 6), the Conroy et al. scale (AGQ-S, k = 4), and finally, the Roberts et 

al. scale (k = 2). Studies that adapted and customized existing scales (e.g., Harackiewicz et 

al., 1997; Skaalvik, 1997; k = 18) were coded as “other”.  

 

General Effects 

 Following the recommendations of Wilson (2010), relevant basic central tendency 

statistics, such as mean effect size, Z-tests, and homogeneity testing were first conducted. 

As shown in Table 2.2, positive correlations were found between MAp goals and 

performance, rMAp = .14, Z = 8.16, p < .001, and between PAp goals and performance, rPAp 

= .10, Z = 9.24, p < .001. Negative correlations were observed between PAv goals and 

performance, rPAv = -.12, Z = -9.77, p < .001, and MAv goals and performance, rMAv = -.06, 

Z = -2.84, p < .001. The within-class variance of the overall effect size was significant for 

each of the four achievement goals, indicating heterogeneity among effect sizes in the data 

sets. Indeed, effect sizes ranged from -.05 to 0.59 for MAp goals, from -.19 to .24 for PAp 

goals, from -.25 to .13 for PAv goals, and from -.14 to .08 for MAv goals. The significant 

values of the within-class variance (Qw) for the effect sizes signal the presence of 

moderators. Complete results for all categorical moderator variables (domain, scale type, 
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nationality, and publication status) are presented in Tables 2.3 through 2.6. Complete 

results for both continuous moderator variables (age and sex) are presented in Table 2.7. 

Moderation by Achievement Domain  

Mastery-Approach Goals. MAp goals were significantly positively correlated 

with performance, Qb (2) = 1.76, p = .4145. In the work domain, the correlation was, rMAp 

= .22, Z = 3.50, p < .001, in the sports domain, rMAp = .16, Z = 2.57, p < .001, and in the 

education domain, rMAp = .13, Z = 7.06, p < .01. However, the effect sizes did not 

significantly differ across achievement domains 

Performance-Approach Goals. Similar to MAp goals, PAp goals were positively 

correlated with performance in all three achievement domains. However, the PAp goal-

performance correlation was significantly higher in studies conducted in the sports domain, 

rPAp = .19, Z = 4.77, p < .001, compared to either the education domain, rPAp = .09, Z = 

8.12, p < .001, or the work domain, rPAp = .07, Z = 1.87, p = .06.  

Performance-Avoidance Goals. PAv goals were mostly negatively correlated with 

performance: in work, rPAv = -.18, Z = -3.42, p < .001, and in education, rPAv = -.12, Z = -

9.11, p < .001. In the sports domain, the correlation was in the same direction, but not 

significant, rPAv = -.09, Z = -1.06, p = .28. None of the effect sizes differed significantly 

from each other, Qb (2) = 1.32, p = .5157. 

Mastery-Avoidance Goals. Finally, the relation between MAv goals and 

performance was moderated by domain, Qb (1) = 23.94, p < .001. The correlation was 

negative in the education domain, rMAv = -.11, Z = -4.75, p < .001, and was significantly 

stronger than the MAv goal-performance correlation in the sports domain, rMAp = .04, Z = 

.49, p = .62. Only one study (Dysvik, 2010) measured MAv goals in the work domain. 

Therefore, a MAv goal moderator analysis by domain could not be performed. 

Moderation by Scale Type  

Mastery-Approach Goals. As seen in Table 2.3, scale type did not moderate the 

MAp goals-performance correlations, Qb (8) = 1.00, p = .9982, but all correlations were 

consistently positive, and in almost all cases, significant. 

Performance-Approach Goals. As seen in Table 2.4, scale type was a significant 

moderator of the PAp goals-performance correlation, Qb (8) = 49.45, p < .001. PAp goals 

were positively and significantly correlated with performance for all types of scales used, 

with the exception of the VandeWalle scale (when used in the education domain), rPAp = 

.03, Z = .75, p = 4289. Within the education domain, studies in which the AGQ-4 was used 
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(r = .21) reported significantly higher PAp goals-performance correlations than studies 

using the AGQ-3 (r = .08), the PALS (r = .06), the VandeWalle scale (r = .03), or other 

published instruments (r = .14).  In turn, studies using other published instruments reported 

significantly higher correlations than studies using the PALS (r = .06), or the VandeWalle 

scales (r = .03).  

The Duda et al. (1995), Roberts et al. (1998), and Conroy et al. (2003) scales are 

specific to the sports domain. Of these, in studies using the Conroy et al. scale (AGQ-S), 

the PAp goals-performance correlations (r = .26) were significantly higher than in either 

studies using the Duda scale (r = .10), or the Roberts scale (r = .14). No other differences 

were significant.  

PAp goals in the work domain were only measured with the VandeWalle scale. In 

these studies, a positive correlation was reported between PAp goals and performance, rPAp 

= .13, Z = 3.46, p < .01. 

Performance-Avoidance Goals. Type of scale did not moderate the PAv goals-

performance correlations, Qb (6) = 3.42, p = .6340, with all correlations being by and large 

negative and significant (see Table 2.5). The only non-significant correlation occurred for 

the VandeWalle scale in education, rPAv = -.06, Z = -1.42, p = .1504, and for the AGQ-S, 

rPAv = -.09, Z = -1.05, p = .29.  

Mastery-Avoidance Goals. Finally, MAv goals-performance correlations were not 

moderated by scale type, Qb(2) = 1.21, p = .5443 (see Table 2.6).  

The Button et al. scale. This scale used a two-dimensional measure of 

achievement goals: mastery goals (labeled “learning goals” by the authors, and can 

actually be considered MAp goals) and performance goals. The shortcoming of this scale 

was the incorporation of both approach and avoidance items in its measure of performance 

goals (see also Footnote 2, this chapter). Since a considerable number of studies (k = 7) in 

this meta-analysis measured achievement goals with this scale, the results of the goal-

performance correlations are presented separately in this section. In line with the results 

presented above, studies that measured achievement goals with the Button et al. (1996) 

scale revealed significant positive correlations between mastery goals (i.e., MAp goals) 

and performance, rMastery = .14, Z = 6.29, p < .001. However, the almost zero correlation 

between performance goals and performance, rPerformance = -.001, Z = -.16, p = .8727 is not 

surprising given the opposite valenced correlation coefficients observed for PAp goals and 

PAv goals in the other studies included in this meta-analysis (see Table 2.2).  
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Additional Moderators 

Nationality moderated the PAv goals-performance correlation, Qb (3) = 7.72, p = 

.0521. A less negative correlation was found in the Asian samples (rPAv = -.06), than in the 

European samples (rPAv = -.17), or US/Canadian samples (rPAv = -.10). Nationality also 

significantly and substantially moderated the MAv goals-performance correlations, Qb (2) 

= 24.14, p < .001, which were positive and significant in European samples (rMAv = .10), 

and negative and significant in US/Canadian samples (rMAv = -.13). No other achievement 

goal-performance correlations were moderated by nationality. 

Publication status did not significantly moderate any of the achievement goal-

performance correlations. 

Age and sex were recorded as continuous variables, and were thus regressed on the 

achievement goal-performance correlations in four separate analyses. Results of these 

simple regressions are presented in Table 2.7. Neither age of the participants nor sex 

emerged as significant predictors in any of the four regression models (all ps > .1). Overall, 

the relation between achievement goals and performance does not depend on the age or sex 

of the participants.  

 

Multivariate Analyses 

The number of studies in each cell only allowed testing two-way interactions 

between domain, age, and sex on MAp and PAp goals. Following the recommendations of 

Aiken and West (1991), the categorical independent variable “domain” was dummy coded. 

The educational domain, with the largest number of k’s, was taken as the reference group. 

For MAp goals and performance no interaction effects emerged between age and 

sex, β = -.006, Z = -.20, p = .8385, age and domain (in sport, β = .006, Z = .67, p = .5001, 

and in work, β = -.001, Z = -1.15, p = .8788), or sex and domain (in sport, β = .15, Z = .70, 

p = .4834, and in work, β = -.46, Z = -.66, p = .5064).  

The same was true for PAp goals and performance. No interaction effects were 

significant between age and sex, β = -.01, Z = -.48, p = .6251, age and domain (in sport, β 

= .004, Z = .44, p = .6591, and in work, β = -.01, Z = -1.17, p = .2389), or sex and domain 

(in sport, β = .14, Z = .62, p = .5343, and in work, β = .21, Z = .29, p = .7680). 
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Discussion 

 

 The aim of this meta-analysis was to investigate the relationships between 

personally adopted achievement goals and performance attainment. More importantly, the 

moderating role of achievement domain (education, work, sports), type of scale used to 

measure achievement goals, specific sample characteristics (age, sex, and nationality), and 

publication status of the studies was examined. For this purpose, a total of 90 published 

and unpublished studies up to March 2011 were systematically reviewed.  

As seen in Table 2.2, overall, the relationships between MAp goals and 

performance and between PAp goals and performance were positive and significant, and 

negative and significant between PAv goals and performance, and MAv goals and 

performance. These overall findings are largely in line with other recent-meta analyses 

(e.g., Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2007) and review 

articles (e.g., Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008). It seems that overall positive associations 

between approach-type achievement goals and performance outcomes, and negative 

associations between avoidance-type achievement goals and performance outcomes are 

generalizable across achievement domains and measurements. However, the present meta-

analysis extended the scope of previous work by revealing that several goal-performance 

correlations were significantly qualified by achievement domain, type of scale, as well as 

socio-demographic characteristics of the sample (see Table 2.8 for an overview). 

 

The Moderating Role of Achievement Domain 

The current results suggest that both the relationships between PAp goals and 

performance and MAv goals and performance are moderated by achievement domain.  For 

PAp goals, the positive correlation observed in the sports domain was significantly larger 

than the positive correlations observed in either education or work. One possible 

explanation for this difference between domains is that the pursuit of PAp goals may be 

more obvious and typical in a sports context, with competitiveness and social comparison 

inherent to most games and sports (Kruglanski, 1975). Furthermore, research findings 

suggest a higher prevalence of PAp goals in the sport domain, relative to other 

achievement domains (Van Yperen, Hamstra, & Van der Klauw 2011), as well as positive 

relations between the performance oriented climate in sports and PAp goals (Carr, 2006; 

Cury, Da Fonseca, Rufo, & Sarrazin, 2002). Accordingly, more than in other domains, in 
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the sports domain, PAp goals may represent a better fit for individuals, and consequently 

may “feel good” (cf., Higgins, 2000; Spiegel, Grant-Pillow, & Higgins, 2004) and result in 

more focused attention, effort, and persistence. 

Achievement domain also moderated the links between MAv goals and 

performance, revealing a strong negative correlation in education, and null relationships in 

sports. In educational settings, where learning, development, and improvement are 

typically emphasized (Harackiewicz et al., 2008), the goal of avoiding not to learn, 

develop, and improve may evoke low perceptions of competence, negative affect, and 

cognitive anxiety. For example, Sideridis (2008) found MAv goals in particular to interfere 

with students’ emotional self-regulation during class presentations and exams. Unlike in 

education, in sports settings, the focus on MAv goals may still involve a positive 

competitive outcome. Athletes’ aim may be to perform at their typical level (i.e., not worse 

than they did before) because that may be sufficient for a competitive outcome that is 

considered to be “good enough” (i.e., a particular rank, a draw, or even a win). 

Accordingly, relative to students, athletes may perceive MAv goals less negatively and 

they may to a lesser extent, or not at all associate MAv goals with inferior performance. 

However, given the novelty of the MAv goals construct and the relatively low number of 

studies on MAv goals included in this meta-analysis, these preliminary findings should be 

interpreted with caution. Yet, this research, the first to systematically compare MAv goals 

pursuit across different achievement domains, supports the claim that MAv goals may in 

fact not always be harmful (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Still, additional research on the 

links between MAv goals and their antecedents and consequences across domains, is 

needed to clarify and refine these results.  

For MAp goals and PAv goals, the links with performance attainment was rather 

consistent across achievements domains, namely positive for MAp goals, and negative for 

PAv goals. As suggested, MAp goals are strongly related to an array of positive outcomes 

(Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Payne et al., 2007; Van Yperen, 2006), among which perceived 

competence, self-efficacy, positive affect, interest, and intrinsic motivation (see also 

Chapter 3, this dissertation). Yet, the positive link between MAp goals and performance in 

the educational context has been debated in past research (e.g., Harackiewicz et al. 2002b). 

However, the overall strong links between MAp goals and intrinsic motivation (see 

Chapter 3, this dissertation), as well as between MAp goals and performance attainment 
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(this chapter), suggest that individuals who focus on learning and mastering the task, are 

more likely to enjoy the task, persist on it, and perform well.  

In contrast, across achievement domains, PAv goals were strongly and negatively 

related to performance attainment. Individuals that pursue PAv goals regulate according to 

a normative other-referenced standards that highlights the possibility of failure. This in 

turn may evoke negative affect and a host of negative processes, such as anxiety, 

distraction, and worry (Elliot & Church, 1997), which seems to consistently undermine 

performance.  

In sum, for particular achievement goals-performance relationships, achievement 

domain emerged as a significant moderator. In future research, it may be informative to 

carefully explore specific aspects that distinguish between achievement domains (e.g., type 

of task, type of participants, public vs. private performance, etc.) to better understand the 

moderating effect of achievement domain.  

 

The Moderating Role of Scale Type 

In comparison to past meta-analyses (e.g., Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman 

et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2007), the present research provided a more extensive study of 

the moderating potential of achievement goal measures. That is, we included a variety of 

scales, which conceptualized achievement goals as specific standards or reasons, as well as 

non-goal specific concepts (e.g., interest, enjoyment, etc.). Our approach afforded a more 

refined comparison of achievement goal scales both within and between different 

achievement domains. Across scales, MAp goal subscales seemed to contain a larger 

percentage of non-goal relevant items, while PAp goal subscales seemed to contain the 

most goal-relevant items.  

The present results indicate MAp goals to be positively and robustly associated 

with performance, both across achievement domains and type of scale. Interestingly 

however, a somewhat larger MAp goal-performance correlation was found in studies using 

Midgley and colleagues’ (2000) PALS scale in the education domain, and studies using the 

VandeWalle scale in the work domain (Table 2.3). Both the PALS and the VandeWalle 

(1997) scales contain more non-goal relevant language (e.g., “For me, development of my 

work ability is important enough to take risks”), as well as items associated with task 

enjoyment and interest (e.g., “I do my schoolwork because I am interested in it”). In scales 

with more normative MAp items (e.g., AGQ-4, AGQ-S), however, the association between 
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MAp goals and performance dropped to non-significant levels. The non-goal relevant MAp 

goal items, especially in the PALS, greatly overlap with achievement values, interest, and 

intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, for the PALS in particular, we found strong positive 

MAp goals and intrinsic motivation correlations (see Chapter 3). Hence, the question arises 

whether the MAp goal scales in instruments such as the PALS don’t in fact measure the 

same thing as measures on intrinsic motivation and interest (e.g., Harackiewicz et al., 

1997). Furthermore, task interest is a well-known predictor of performance attainment (cf. 

Ford, 1992; Lepper & Henderlong, 2000; Renninger, 2000; Ryan & La Guardia, 1999; Van 

Yperen, 2003a), which suggests that conceptual differences between MAp scales are 

important to consider. While there is evidence that the reciprocal relations between MAp 

goals, interest, and performance are positive, more research is needed to understand why 

different MAp goal conceptualizations are differently related to performance attainment. 

The relation between PAp goals and performance was substantially moderated by 

scale type. In particular, in both education and sports, the highest PAp goals-performance 

correlations emerged in studies using the AGQ-4 and AGQ-S. Both these scales defined 

PAp goals exclusively as other-referenced standards (see Appendix A, e.g., “My goal is to 

do better than most other performers”). Conversely, when the percentage of goal-relevant 

items decreased (and the percentage of non-goal items increased), correlations between 

PAp goals and performance also decreased. For example, PAp goals-performance 

correlations were lower in studies using trichotomous Elliot and Church scale (1997), the 

Duda et al. scale (1995), the Roberts et al. scale (1998), and Midgley’s et al (2000) PALS 

scale, which all contain more appearance relevant items (e.g., “…to show my ability…”, 

“…to show that I am smarter…”), or goal-related affect (e.g., “I would feel successful…”). 

It may be that self-presentation concerns and emotional involvement are less beneficial for 

performance attainment than the focus on outperforming others (Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 

2007). This may be because normative PAp goals, framed exclusively as other-referenced 

standards, zoom in the individuals on their goals, and are more likely to trigger sustained 

effort, persistence, and superior performance. So, while the relations between PAp goals 

and performance can be positive across a range of operationalizations, they were especially 

strong when items were normatively referenced (other-referenced standards of 

comparison). This imperative finding suggests that the different results found with PAp 

goals in the achievement goal literature, especially in education, might first and foremost 

be attributed to how these goals were operationalized.  
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In line with previous findings (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2007), 

the associations between both avoidance goals and performance was mostly negative. This 

negative relationship held for PAv items framed as standards (e.g., “My aim is to avoid 

doing worse than others”), as reasons (e.g., “One of my main goals is to avoid looking like 

I can’t do my work”), or as negative affect (e.g., “My fear of performing poorly in this 

class is what often motivates me”). It also held for MAv items framed as standards (e.g., 

“My aim is to avoid learning less than I possibly could”), as negative affect, or worry (e.g., 

“I worry about the possibility of getting a bad grade in this class”), as fear (e.g., “I am 

afraid that I won’t do my very best in this class”), or concern (e.g., “I am concerned that I 

may not learn all there is to learn in this class”). This suggests that the avoidance focus of 

these types of goals in particular may activate negative processes, such as anxiety and loss 

of task concentration, which lead to a more helpless pattern of achievement outcomes 

(Elliot & Church, 1997). 

Overall, the current findings stress the importance of pondering upon what the 

different achievement goal items want measure and what they actually measure. The lack 

of consistency in measurement, and the discrepancy between various measures, both across 

and within achievement domains, adds complexity that may distort empirical findings in 

the literature. A possibility for future research may be to use one general scale across the 

different domains and compare findings. As recently suggested by Elliot, Murayama, and 

Pekrun (2011), one option to increase measurement accuracy would be to strip 

achievement goal measures of any non-goal relevant language and strictly focus on 

standards (e.g., task-referenced, self-referenced, or other-referenced) as the core of goal 

conceptualization. This method should increase our fundamental understanding of how 

achievement goals relate to performance, and thus aid fundamental theory advancement, as 

well as the development of practical achievement goal-based interventions. 

 

Additional Results 

In addition to achievement domain, and type of scale, there were some other 

moderators of the achievement goal-performance attainment correlations. Nationality 

moderated the relation between both types of avoidance goals and performance. Most 

notably, the lowest negative correlations emerged in Asian samples, compared to samples 

of other nationalities. In a recent meta-analysis across 13 societies, Dekker and Fischer 

(2008) suggested that achievement goals may be rooted within dominant societal values 
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(Tanaka & Yamauchi, 2004), and that PAv goals may be associated with more egalitarian 

values. In Asian societies individuals are more cohesive and socialized to conform to group 

norms and values, and social relationships weigh considerably more than in Western 

societies (Hofstede, 2001). So, for Asian individuals, the pursuit of avoidance goals may 

lead to less negative outcomes, such as anxiety, helplessness and impaired performance, 

because “performing not worse than others” fits quite well with their dominant societal 

values centered around egalitarian principles. Nevertheless, before any firm conclusions 

may be drawn, more focused cross-cultural research is needed to clarify links and 

interactions between achievement goals, nationality, culture, and societal values. 

Although publication status did not moderate any of the goal-performance 

correlations, published studies were overall more likely to report significant correlations 

than unpublished studies. These patterns are apparently supported (see also Hulleman et 

al., 2010), and, in our opinion also slightly worrying, as they suggest that manuscripts tend 

to be published when they report significant results, or results in line with commonly 

established research dogmas. 

In the present meta-analysis neither age nor sex emerged as significant moderators 

for any of the goals-performance relations. Thus, while there may be some links between 

sex and achievement goal adoption (e.g., Morris & Kavussanu, 2008), or age and 

achievement goal adoption (De Lange et al., 2010), moderation across combined studies 

was at this point not empirically supported. Furthermore, none of the two-way interactions 

between MAp, PAp, age, and sex turned out significant. However, because of the low 

number of studies for PAv and MAv goals in this review, two-way interactions could not 

be tested reliably. We hope that the accumulating research on achievement goals and 

avoidance achievement goals in particular will soon afford a systematic investigation of 

more complex patterns of interaction. 

  

Summary and Future Directions 

The present meta-analysis found that achievement domain and type of scale used to 

measure achievement goals can both moderate the relationships between achievement 

goals and performance. This imperative finding may explain some of the inconsistent 

results documented in previous meta-analyses (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman et 

al., 2010; Payne et al., 2007).  
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However, the current study is not without its limitations. We had comparatively 

fewer studies in the work and sports domains than in the education domain. Also, for MAv 

goals, there were no studies yet from the work domain. Nevertheless, we are optimistic that 

accumulating research on achievement goals - and on MAv goals in particular - will soon 

afford increasingly more accurate and comprehensive systematic reviews. Also, the current 

meta-analysis focused on correlational data, with causality impossible to infer. Yet, to 

better understand the complex relationships between goals and performance, it is crucial to 

systematically review studies on the effects of achievement goals on performance 

attainment. Only so can we truly interpret the meaning of these relationships and work 

towards the development of achievement goal based interventions (see Chapter 4 for a 

meta-analysis of experimental studies).  

Another limitation of the current meta-analysis was that achievement domain and 

scale type we confounded, as goals have been traditionally measured with a number of 

specific scales in each achievement domain. One solution to this problem may be to 

develop one common achievement goal measure applicable across the different 

achievement domains. As already suggested, one option may be to restrict the 

conceptualization of achievement goals to standards (cf., Elliot et al., 2011), either at 

specific levels of comparison, or more general ones. For example, in education, a task-

referenced standard may refer to a specific exam, or more generally to one’s studies as a 

whole. Similarly, in the sports domain, a specific task-referenced standard may refer to a 

competition, while a general task-referenced standard may refer to one’s sporting career. In 

Appendix B and C, we offer suggestions for such scales (based on Elliot et al., 2011), 

which may provide researchers with the necessary tools to better understand and 

disentangle achievement goal effects, with potentially significant progress for the field. 
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Tables and Figures Chapter 2 

Table 2.1. Goal Item Frequencies for Each Type of Scale 
 

 MAp subscale PAp subscale PAv subscale MAv subscale 
Instrument 
 

Standard Reason Mix Non-
goal 

Standard Reason Mix Non-
goal 

Standard Reason Mix Non-
goal 

Standard Mix 

AGQ-3 50%  34%* 16% 85%  16%*  34%  16%++ 

16%**  
34%   

AGQ-4 
 

100%    100%    67%  33%++   100%** 

PALS 
 

 16% 34%* 50%  34% 33%++ 33%  100%   33% 67%** 

Duda et al. 
 

  70%** 30%   100%**        

Roberts et 
al. 
 

  34%** 66%   16%++ 
84%** 

       

Conroy et 
al. 
 

100%    100%    100%     100%** 

VandeWalle 40%  40%** 20% 25% 25% 25%++ 

25%+ 
   25%* 

50%+ 
25%   

               
 Mastery subscale Performance subscale       
Button et al. 
 

12% 12% 38%* 38%   38%++ 62%       

Note. Button et al. subscale presented separately.  
For the category “Mix”, several combinations possible: * Standard + Reason.  ** Standard + Non-goal.  + Reason + Non-goal.  ++ Standard + Reason + Non-goal 
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Table 2.2. Results for the Overall Achievement Goal-Performance Correlations 

Variable rw 95% CI k N Z Qw 

Performance and       

   MAp Goals .14 .11, .18 115 14,629 8.16** 477.83** 

   PAp Goals .10 .08, .12 117 14,837 9.24** 182.98** 

   PAv Goals -.12 -.15, -.10 65 7,030 -9.77** 68.31** 

   MAv Goals -.06 -.10, -.01 16 2,242 -2.84* 31.25* 
Note. rw = correlation coefficients, CI = confidence intervals, k  = number of effect sizes,  
N  = number of participants, Z = z-score, Qw = within-class goodness-of-fit statistics.      
 *p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 2.3. Moderator Analyses for the Mastery-Approach Goal-Performance Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, Publication 
Status  
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  (Qw) 

MAp Goals and 
Performance  

       

 
Domain 

 
1.76 

 
2 

     

1. Education 
2. Work 
3. Sport 

  .13 
.22 
.16 

.10, .17 

.10, .35 

.03, .28 

96 
9 
10 

7.06** 
3.50** 
2.57** 

91.19 
1.34 
2.55 

 
Scale Type 

 
1.00 

 
8 

     

1. AGQ-3 Elliot & Church 
2. AGQ-4 Elliot et al. 
3. Midgley’s PALS 
4. Duda et al. 
5. Roberts et al. 
6. Conroy et al. (AGQ-S) 
7. VandeWalle (work) 
8. VandeWalle (education) 
9. Other (only education) 

  .12 
.12 
.17 
.13 
.20 
.15 
.28 
.12 
.14 

.02, .22 
-.01, .27 
.07, .27 
-.01, .28 
-.01, .42 
-.06, .37 
.20, .36 
-.01, .25 
.07, .21 

17 
8 
15 
7 
3 
4 
4 
11 
29 

2.44** 
1.73 

3.33** 
1.86 
1.79 
1.41 
7.23** 
1.84 
3.91** 

3.16 
.84 
9.02 
.75 
1.00 
.65 
2.34 
3.16 
59.44** 

 
Nationality 

 
3.79 

 
3 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 
4. Other 

  .13 
.18 
.24 
.27 

.09, .17 

.09, .27 

.09, .38 
-.04, .60 

87 
19 
7 
2 

6.33** 
4.18** 
3.29** 
1.69 

86.54 
5.75 
1.64 
.01 

 
Publication status 

 
1.40 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  .15 
.08 

.11, .19 
-.02, .19 

103 
12 

8.08** 
1.52 

89.07 
5.25 

Note. rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score, k = number of effect sizes.  
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 2.4. Moderator Analyses for the Performance-Approach Goal-Performance Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, Publication 
Status 
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  (Qw) 

PAp Goals and            
Performance  

       

 
Domain 

 
5.48+ 

 
2 

     

1. Education 
2. Work 
3. Sport 

  .09a 
.07a 
.19b 

.07, .12 
-.01, .15 
.11, .27 

97 
9 
11 

8.12** 
1.87+ 

4.77** 

94.46 
5.77 
11.40 

 
Scale Type 

 
49.45** 

 
8 

     

1. AGQ-3 Elliot & Church. 
2. AGQ-4 Elliot et al.. 
3. Midgley’s PALS 
4. Duda et al. 
5. Roberts et al. 
6. Conroy et al. (AGQ-S) 
7. VandeWalle (work) 
8. VandeWalle (education) 
9. Other (only education) 

  .08ab 
.21c 
.06a 
.10ab 
.14ab 
.26c 
.13b 
.03a 
.14b 

.03, .13 

.16, .27 

.01, .11 

.03, .18 

.04, .23 

.12, .39 

.05, .21 
-.04, .11 
.12, .39 

19 
10 
16 
7 
3 
5 
4 
9 
28 

3.33** 
7.88** 
2.66** 
2.87** 
2.94** 
3.86** 
3.46** 
.79 
8.29** 

14.57 
7.47 
30.33* 
11.20 
.15 
4.61 
2.31 
4.33 
25.96 

 
Nationality 

 
3.06 

 
3 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 
4. Other 

  .09 
.12 
.15 
.21 

.06, .11 

.07, .17 

.06, .25 
-.03, .46 

87 
21 
7 
2 

7.31** 
4.54** 
3.23** 
1.69 

76.52 
33.16* 
1.57 
.32 

 
Publication status 

 
2.51 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  .11 
.05 

.08, .13 
-.01, .11 

104 
13 

9.27** 
1.84+ 

102.13 
12.39 

Note. Cells not sharing a common superscript differ significantly from each other. rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score,  
k = number of effect sizes. *p < .05. **p < .01. +p = .06. 
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Table 2.5. Moderator Analyses for the Performance-Avoidance Goal-Performance Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, Publication 
Status 
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  (Qw) 

PAv Goals and  
Performance  

       

 
Domain 

 
1.32 

 
2 

     

1. Education 
2. Work 
3. Sport 

  -.12 
-.18 
-.09 

-.14, -.09 
-.28, -.07 
-.26, .07 

58 
3 
4 

-9.11** 
-3.42** 
-1.06 

58.63 
1.35 
1.96 

 
Scale Type 

 
3.42 

 
6 

     

1. AGQ-3 Elliot & Church 
2. AGQ-4 Elliot et al. 
3. Midgley’s PALS 
4. Conroy et al. (AGQ-S) 
5. VandeWalle (work) 
6. VandeWalle (education) 
7. Other (only education) 

  -.13 
-.13 
-.09 
-.09 
-.17 
-.06 
-.16 

-.18, -.08 
-.19, -.08 
-.15, -.03 
-.26, .07 
-.27, -.07 
-.14, .02 
-.22, -.09 

19 
10 
14 
4 
2 
8 
8 

-5.22** 
-4.66** 
-3.24** 
-1.05 
-3.48** 
-1.42 
-5.09** 

23.25 
16.24 
4.16 
1.95 
.34 
3.76 
4.70 

 
Nationality 

 
7.72* 

 
3 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 
4. Other 

  -.10a 
-.17b 
-.06c 
-.23b 

-13, -.07 
-.21, -.12 
-.15, .02 
-.46, -.01 

42 
15 
6 
2 

-7.31** 
-7.17** 
-1.33 
-1.97* 

45.33 
9.29 
7.69 
.13 

 
Publication status 

 
1.41 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  -.13 
-.09 

-.16, -.10 
-.15, -.03 

54 
11 

-9.27** 
-3.31** 

52.35 
9.22 

Note. Cells not sharing a common superscript differ significantly from each other. rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score,  
k = number of effect sizes.  
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 2. 6. Moderator Analyses for the Mastery-Avoidance Goal-Performance Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, Publication 
Status 
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  (Qw) 

MAv Goals and 
Performance  

       

 
Domain 

 
23.94** 

 
1 

     

1. Education 
2. Sport 

  -.11a 
.04b 

-.16, -.06 
-.12, .20 

11 
4 

-4.75** 
.49 

6.93 
.37 

 
Scale Type 

 
1.21 

 
2 

     

1. AGQ-4 Elliot et al. 
2. Midgley’s PALS 
6. Conroy et al. (AGQ-S) 

  -.07 
-.07 
.05 

-.17, .02 
-.23, .08 
-.15, .25 

8 
4 
4 

-1.47 
-.89 
.48 

7.45 
1.30 
.27 

 
Nationality 

 
24.14** 

 
2 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 

  -.13a 
.10b 
-.07a 

-.18, -.08 
.02, .18 
-.18, .04 

6 
6 
4 

-4.91** 
2.59** 
-1.16 

2.09 
3.03 
1.98 

 
Publication status 

 
2.34 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  -.07 
.04 

-.14, -.01 
-.09, .17 

13 
3 

-2.26* 
.59 

5.66 
8.60* 

 Note. Cells not sharing a common superscript differ significantly from each other. Dashes indicate that the moderator analysis could not be  
computed for the correlation. rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score,  
k = number of effect sizes. *p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 2.7. Simple Regressions of Continuous Moderators on Effect Sizes 

 rMAp  rPap  rPAv  rMAv 

Simple regression B Z R²  B Z R²  B Z R²  B Z R² 

 

Moderator 

               

   Age .06 .65 .004  .03 .35 .001  .04 .35 .002  .20 .67 .04 

   Sex -.13 -1.33 .01  -.18 -1.83 .03  .21 1.65 .04  -.47 -1.85 .22 

Note. B = Standardized regression coefficient. 
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Table 2.8. Summary of the Results in Chapter 2 
 

Note. + sign denotes a positive correlation, - sign denotes a negative correlation.  
Within moderators, different signs (++, +, -, --) differ significantly from each other.  
Parentheses denote that the magnitude of the correlation did not reach statistical significance. 
 

 MAp PAp  PAv MAv 
   
Performance (overall) 
Moderators 
   Domain     
     1.  Education  
     2.  Work 
     3.  Sport 
  
   Scale Type      
     1. AGQ-3 
     2. AGQ-4 
     3. Midgley’s PALS 
     4. Duda et al. 
     5. Roberts et al. 
     6. Conroy et al. 
     7. VandeWalle (work) 
     8. VandeWalle (edu) 
     9. Other 
   
  Nationality 
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Figure 2.1. The 2 x 2 Achievement Goal Framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001).
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Figure 2.2. Item Frequencies, for All Scales Combined, Except Button et al. (1996).  
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Figure 2.3. Item Frequencies, for All Scales Combined, Except Button et al. (1996). 
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Figure 2.4. Item Frequencies, for All Scales Combined, Except Button et al. (1996). 
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Figure 2.5. Item Frequencies, for All Scales Combined, Except Button et al. (1996). 
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Chapter 3 

Achievement Goals and Intrinsic Motivation:  

A Meta-Analytic Review of Correlational Studies** 
 

Abstract 

This meta-analysis explored the relationships between personally adopted achievement 

goals from the perspective of the 2 x 2 achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 

2001) and intrinsic motivation. Thirty-six correlational studies, comprising 116 individual 

effect sizes and 13,236 participants, were coded on achievement domain (education or 

sports), type of scale used to measure achievement goals, and socio-demographic 

characteristics (age, sex, and nationality). Intrinsic motivation measures included intrinsic 

interest, task enjoyment, or free-time spent on an activity. Not included were theoretical 

papers, studies manipulating achievement goals, or studies measuring achievement goals at 

the group level. Both mastery-approach (MAp) goals and performance-approach (PAp) 

goals were positively correlated with intrinsic motivation, while performance-avoidance 

(PAv) goals were negatively correlated with intrinsic motivation. Mastery-avoidance 

(MAv) goals were uncorrelated with intrinsic motivation. In addition, several achievement 

goal-intrinsic motivation correlations differed significantly from each other as a function of 

achievement domain, scale type, or sample characteristics. Implications and future 

directions are discussed. 

 

 

 

Keywords: achievement goals, meta-analysis, intrinsic motivation, interest, correlational, 

motivation 

 

 

 

 

** This chapter is based on Blaga, M., Van Yperen, N.W., & Postmes, T. (2012). A meta-analysis on 
personally adopted achievement goals and intrinsic motivation: The role of moderators. Manuscript in 
preparation. 



Chapter 3 | page 56 

Imagine the following: Lisa is a college sophomore, who started taking violin 

lessons when she was a teenager. Since her first lesson, Lisa has been motivated to 

improve her skills and to learn how to exceptionally play the violin. Her younger brother 

Tim is a high-school senior enrolled in the local tennis club. Tim is playing tennis since his 

early teens, and he has always been very motivated to be a better tennis player than others. 

The siblings are committed to their objectives, and they both practice for many hours after 

school and during the weekends, because of genuine interest and enjoyment of what they 

do. Motivation researchers (e.g., Brophy, 1983; Deci & Ryan, 1985) would describe Lisa 

and Tim as being intrinsically motivated, because they like the tasks they pursue (e.g., 

practicing notes, and breathing techniques, forehands, and backhands, etc.), and because 

they value task engagement and the personal benefits associated with its pursuit. In other 

words, they are interested in, and enjoy an activity for its own sake (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 

Lepper, 1981).  

Although both Lisa and Tim are highly motivated, their intrinsic motivation is 

undergirded by different achievement goals. Achievement goals can be broadly defined as 

mental representations of the individual’s desired levels of competence in the short-term or 

long-term (Elliot, 2005). In an achievement situation, achievement goals provide 

individuals with a purpose for engaging in a specific activity, guiding their attention, 

involvement, and effort during task pursuit. As discussed in Chapter 2, the 2 x 2 

achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) proposes four distinct 

achievement goals that individuals may pursue (see Figure 2.1, p. 48). In our example, Lisa 

is a typical mastery-approach (MAp) goal individual, because she focuses on learning and 

on improving on her past performance. Because her younger brother Tim focuses on doing 

better than others, he can be considered a performance-approach (PAp) goal individual. 

Besides pursuing MAp goals or PAp goals, individuals may (simultaneously or 

subsequently) pursue performance-avoidance (PAv) goals (i.e., a focus on not doing worse 

than others), or mastery-avoidance (MAv) goals (i.e., a focus on not doing worse than 

one’s past levels of performance). 

Achievement goals may influence how individuals define, experience, and respond 

to specific competence-relevant situations (Dweck, 1986; Elliot, 2005), and are considered 

important antecedents of intrinsic motivation (Butler, 1987; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Dweck, 

1986; cf., Heyman & Dweck, 1992). In this chapter, we define intrinsic motivation (IM) as 

follows: (1) IM refers to behaviors carried out of interest and enjoyment, and not carried 

out to attain contingent outcomes (e.g., immediate (monetary) rewards; Deci, 1971), and; 



 

 
Chapter 3 | page 57 

 

(2) IM is content-specific, related to specific activities, or tasks, and the values one 

attaches to them (Schiefele, 1991). 

Despite the extant research conducted over more than two and a half decades to 

explore the relationships between personally adopted achievement goals and IM, results 

are surprisingly mixed and inconsistent. The purpose of this study is to explore 

systematically the links between personally adopted achievement goals and IM through 

meta-analysis. A meta-analysis, a quantitative summary of combined results from studies 

on the same topic, provides more information than any individual study on its own (Lipsey 

& Wilson, 2001).  

We continue with a short overview of the mixed research findings regarding the 

links between personally adopted achievement goals and IM. We then introduce and 

discuss potential moderators of these relationships, moderators which may explain the 

mixed results in the literature. After presenting the results, we conclude this chapter with 

elaborating on the implications of the findings and propose future directions for research. 

 

Achievement Goals and Intrinsic Motivation 

MAp goals (i.e., the goals of learning and improving on one’s past performance) 

are proposed to promote challenge appraisal, task immersion, and to support autonomy, 

and self-determination, all of which are presumed to facilitate IM and enjoyment (Butler, 

1987; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Dweck, 1986). Indeed much of the research conducted in the 

educational domain found that individuals who focused on MAp goals also had the highest 

levels of IM (Harackiewicz, Barron, Carter, Lehto, & Elliot, 1997; Kaplan & Midgley, 

1997; Pintrich, 2000; Van Yperen, 2006). MAp goals are primarily grounded in high 

perceived competencies, and are also quite impervious to fear of failure (Elliot & Church, 

1997). Furthermore, MAp goals are strongly associated with positive achievement 

emotions (e.g., hope, positive affect; Huang, 2011), and are more likely to elicit 

persistence, prolonged task engagement, and foster the development of enjoyment and IM 

(Dweck, 1999; Elliot & Church, 1997; 2003; Harackiewicz et al., 1997; Vallerand, 1997). 

However, MAp goals were occasionally found to be unrelated to task specific IM, 

especially when framed in broad and general terms, suggesting the need to account for 

matching levels of specificity between achievement goals and outcome variables (cf., 

Baranik, Barron, & Finney, 2010). Nonetheless, all in all, MAp goals were found to be 

quite robust long-term predictors of IM (Harackiewicz et al., 2008). This should be quite 

good news for Lisa in the above example: as long as she focuses on MAp goals, she will 
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probably remain focused and engaged, will learn how to exceptionally master her 

instrument, and derive great enjoyment form playing the violin.  

In contrast to individuals which focus on MAp goals (i.e., the goals of doing better 

than before), individuals that focus on PAp goals (i.e., the goals of doing better than 

others) have an external point of reference (i.e., “others”). PAp goal individuals were 

found more likely to become defensive in the face of failure (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), and 

to experience withdrawal, all of which are considered detrimental for the development and 

maintenance of IM. Indeed, PAp goals were often found to have no relationships to IM, or 

to interest (Harackiewicz et al., 1997; 2008; Hulleman et al., 2008; Pintrich & Garcia, 

1991). However, as exemplified by Tim, PAp goals may also be positively associated with 

IM (Shih, 2005; Van Yperen, 2006). Individuals like Tim, who focus on doing better than 

others, usually possess high perceptions of competence (Lee, Sheldon, & Turban, 2003), 

invest considerable time and effort in activities (Ntoumanis, Thøgersen-Ntoumani, & 

Smith, 2009), and actually demonstrate high levels of performance (Van Yperen & 

Renkema, 2008). PAp goal individuals may find inherent interest in task pursuit, because a 

high level of IM may be essential for reaching a performance level that provides the 

confidence to pursue PAp goals. For example, Pekrun, Elliot, and Maier (2009) found that 

PAp goals were a strong predictor of performance attainment for individuals with high 

levels of initial task enjoyment. An intrinsic interest in task pursuit, and thus the positive 

associations between PAp goals and IM, should be maintained when individuals attained 

the expected positive outcome, that is, they actually outperform others (Vallerand, Gauvin, 

& Halliwell, 1986; Weinberg & Ragan, 1979)6.  

PAv goals (i.e., the goals of not doing worse than others), which employ a negative 

interpersonal comparison as the hub of achievement regulation, are strongly grounded in 

fear of failure (Elliot & Church, 1997), and are most likely to produce a host of negative 

outcomes, such as negative affectivity, worry, anxiety (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pekrun, 

Elliot, & Maier, 2009), loss of task concentration, and shame (Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 

2006). PAv goals were found to have generally negative relations to IM (e.g., Elliot & 

Church, 1997; Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996; Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Harackiewicz et 

al., 2008; Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999), presumably because all the negative aspects 

associated with these goals distract the individual from the interesting aspects of task 

                                                           
6 See also Midgley et al. (2001) for a comprehensive discussion on the negative effects on PAp goals pursuit 
in the face of a setback (p. 82). 
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pursuit. However, PAv goals were also unrelated to IM, when individuals concurrently had 

strong approach goals (e.g., Shih, 2005).  

Finally, MAv goals (i.e., the goals of not doing worse than one’s past performance), 

which focus on negative task-referenced or self-referenced comparisons, were found to 

have rather mixed relationships with IM: sometimes negative (e.g., Jagacinski, Kumar, & 

Boe, 2003), sometimes positive (e.g., Baranik, Stanley et al., 2010), and sometimes neutral 

(e.g., Van Yperen, 2006). These inconsistent findings may be attributed to the hybrid 

nature of MAv goals, which “conceptually differ from mastery approach-goals in terms of 

the valence of competence, from performance-avoidance goals in terms of the definition of 

competence, and from performance-approach goals in terms of both the definition and 

valence of competence” (Elliot & McGregor, 2001, pp. 502-503).  

As seen, empirical findings documenting direct relationships between achievement 

goals and IM are rather inconsistent, suggesting the presence of moderators. We elaborate 

in detail on the proposed moderators in the sections below. 

 

Achievement Domain 

  Meta-analyses7 to date that explored the links between personally adopted 

achievement goals and IM (or intrinsic interest) have merely collapsed the included studies 

into one general analysis, virtually ignoring the unique characteristics that may be present 

across different achievement domains. For example, in their meta-analysis, Hulleman and 

his colleagues (2010) found, across the educational, sports and social domains, MAp goals 

(r = .44), and PAp goals (r = .07) to be positively correlated with intrinsic interest, PAv 

goals (r = -.07) to be negatively correlated with intrinsic interest, and MAv goals (r = -.06, 

ns.) to be uncorrelated with intrinsic interest. In their meta-analysis across the education 

and sports domains, Baranik and her colleagues (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010), found 

positive correlations between all types of achievement goals and interest, with the strongest 

correlations for MAp goals (r = .61), followed by PAp goals (r = .17), MAv goals (r = 

.14), and PAv goals (r = .09). 

Similar to Chapter 2, the different patterns of findings in these meta-analyses may 

be the result of different achievement domains being combined and/or omitted8. Although 

                                                           
7 In the current study, the focus is exclusively on personally adopted achievement goals and their relations to 
IM. Thus, the meta-analysis of Rawsthorne and Elliot (1999) on the effects of experimentally manipulated 
achievement goals on IM is not further discussed here. 
8 The Baranik, Stanley, et al. (2010) meta-analysis collapsed two achievement domains (education and 
sports), while the Hulleman et al. (2010) meta-analysis collapsed three domains (education, sports, and 



Chapter 3 | page 60 

achievement goals were examined in different domains, to date, the potential importance of 

achievement domain was essentially ignored. However, research suggests that achievement 

goals can be distinct construct across different achievement domains (cf., Baranik, Barron, 

& Finney, 2007), so domain should be considered in the study of achievement goals, 

because of differences in type of tasks, differences in age and prior experiences (e.g., 

education vs. work), and different valuation of social comparisons (e.g., relative to 

education, in sport settings, social comparison and competition are more obvious and 

common; cf., Hulleman et al., 2008). 

In sum, achievement domain may be an essential, yet overlooked element of 

achievement goal pursuit, and may account for some of the inconsistent findings in the 

literature. Therefore, we explored the moderating potential of achievement domain 

regarding the links between achievement goals and IM. To our knowledge, no meta-

analysis to date has investigated this. 

 

Type of Scale 

The operationalizations of achievement goals across the different scales may also 

clarify some of the inconsistent findings in the literature. As noted in Chapter 2 (section 

“Type of Scale”, pp. 20-22), achievement goals have been operationalized in a variety of 

ways. For example, achievement goals may be operationalized to reflect specific standards 

(e.g., task-referenced, self-referenced, or other-referenced standards). A task-referenced 

mastery achievement goal focuses on an absolute standard for comparison (e.g., getting an 

answer right, or not getting an answer wrong). A self-referenced mastery achievement goal 

focuses on an intrapersonal standard for comparison (e.g., improving compared to one’s 

past performance, or not worsening compared to one’s past performance). An other-

referenced performance achievement goal focuses on an interpersonal standard for 

comparison (e.g., doing better than others, or not doing worse than others). In addition, 

some achievement goal measures include items referring to some broader, more general 

reasons for why one pursues a certain standard. There can be various different  reasons 

behind one specific standard (e.g., My aim is to perform well relative to others …to get 

recognition from my peers, …to show my parents I can do it, …to get into a good college, 
                                                                                                                                                                                
social). Also, Baranik, Stanley, et al. focused on MAv goals, thus limiting inclusion to studies between 2001 
and 2007, and  inadvertently omitting studies that used Duda et al. (1995) scales or Roberts et al. (1998) 
scales (note: 2001 marked the addition of MAv goals to the achievement goal framework, with neither the 
Duda, nor the Roberts scale assessing these goals). Hulleman et al. (2010) included all studies through 
December 2006 (p. 429), but deliberately excluded Duda and Roberts scales (p. 431; see also Chapter 2, p. 
22). 
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etc.). Also, some achievement goal measures may contain components related to interest 

(e.g., “An important reason I do my schoolwork is because I enjoy it.”), or to affect (e.g., 

“I feel most successful when a skill I learned feels right.”), and other measures may be 

completely goal irrelevant (e.g., “When I have difficulty solving a problem, I enjoy trying 

different approaches to see which one will work.”).  

Elliot and Murayama (2008) offer a thorough overview of various goal measures, 

positing that goals should be assessed clearly, preferably as aims or standards for 

competence, and, if possible, avoid non-goal relevant language. Yet, many of the existing 

measures of achievement goals still in use today seem to measure several additional 

aspects of the motivation (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005; Elliot & Thrash, 2001). For instance, 

MAp items in the PALS (Midgley et al, 2000) ask about wanting to learn new things, 

wanting to improve, alongside items asking about effort, or liking, or enjoying, or finding 

school-work important. Thus, the MAp subscale of the PALS measure (Midgley et al., 

2000) taps into achievement goals, as well as effort, values, and interest. In contrast, MAp 

goal items in the Elliot scales (Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot & 

Murayama, 2008) mainly focus on standards for competence (task-referenced, self-

referenced, and other-referenced).  

Similar to Chapter 2, we thus propose that by investigating the ways in which 

achievement goals have been operationalized across the various measures may also help 

clarify some of the inconsistent findings in the literature linking achievement goals to IM. 

In contrast to previous meta-analyses (e.g., Baranik et al., 2010; Hulleman, Stanley, et al., 

2010), we again included all studies with commonly used achievement goal measures (e.g., 

Conroy et al., 2003 scale; Elliot et al. scales, 1997, 2001, 2008; Midgley et al., 2000 scale), 

including the Duda et al. (1995) scale, and the Roberts et al. (1998) scale (see Chapter 2, 

pp. 20-22 for more details on this issue). 

 

Sample Characteristics 

 Additionally to achievement domain and scale type, several other moderators of the 

achievement goals-IM links were examined. These additional moderators were either 

relevant to current debates in the field (e.g., age, sex), or typically included in meta-

analytical reviews (e.g., nationality, publication status). For example, young children were 

found to be particularly intrinsically and “fun” motivated during specific activities (e.g., 

Whitehead, 1995), while adults were found to have other motives (i.e., peer approval), in 

addition to IM, for task participation. Furthermore, recent data suggests that achievement 
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goal adoption may be more susceptible to age (De Lange et al., 2010). The existence of sex 

differences in achievement goal adoption (e.g., Van Yperen, 2006), or of sex differences in 

IM is still largely debated (e.g., Frederick, Morrison, & Manning, 1996; Pintrich, 2000).  

Similarly, the existing research on the links between the individuals’ culture-related 

values and achievement goals is rather inconclusive (Tanaka & Yamauchi, 2004; Urdan, 

2004a). In a recent meta-analysis, Dekker and Fisher (2008) found cultural differences in 

academic motivation, with both MAp goals and PAp goals higher in more egalitarian 

societies, but with less clear patterns for PAv goals. Considering the above issues, 

exploratory analyses for the sample characteristics age, sex, nationality, and publication 

status were conducted. 

 

Aim of the Present Meta-Analysis 

 The aim of this meta-analysis was to investigate the links between personally 

adopted achievement goals and IM. First, the overall correlations between each of the four 

achievement goals (MAp, PAp, PAv, and MAv) and IM were examined. Follow-up 

analyses focused on the important additions and extensions of previous meta-analyses by 

systematically exploring if achievement goals-IM relationships were moderated by 

achievement domain, or the type of scale used to measure achievement goals. In addition, 

several other potential moderators of the achievement goals-IM correlations (age, sex, 

nationality, and publication status) were investigated. Finally, when allowed by the number 

of studies, two-way interactions between moderators were examined. 

 

 

Method 

 

Sample of Studies 

Search methods and selection criteria were largely similar to those in Chapter 2. 

First, a computerized web-based search of PsycINFO and Web of Science up to March 1st, 

2011 was conducted, using the key words intrinsic motivation, interest, intrinsic interest, 

motivation, and enjoyment, in addition to all the key words from Chapter 2, except for 

performance and performance attainment. Second, the reference lists of recent meta-

analyses (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman, et al., 2010), and relevant review 

articles (Senko, Hulleman, & Harackiewicz, 2011) were browsed. Third, online databases 

(PsycINFO and Web of Science) were searched using author names associated with 
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specific achievement goal measures (e.g., Elliot, Midgley, Roberts, VandeWalle, etc.). 

Fourth, the data base of Dissertation Abstracts International was searched for PhD 

dissertations on the topic of achievement goals and IM. Fifth, individual experts in the field 

were contacted and requested to provide unpublished papers that could not be retrieved 

otherwise. 

 

Selection Criteria 

In order to be considered for the meta-analysis, a study had to measure IM as the 

outcome variable, and further meet all the selection criteria listed in Chapter 2, with the 

exception of Criterion 3 (i.e., same-source bias in performance measure was considered 

redundant in this case). 

Two coders were trained prior to coding process. Half of the studies were coded by 

both coders, with the remaining studies divided equally between the coders. For the 

overlapping articles (half of the studies), the overall agreement rate on effect size statistics 

and moderators (domain, scale type, age, sex, nationality, and publication status) was 72.2 

% (Cohen’s k = .45) Disagreements were resolved through concurrence before the data was 

analyzed. 

 

Final Sample of Studies 

In total, the final data set contained 36 studies, with a total of 13,236 participants, 

and 116 individual effect sizes. 

 

Moderators 

The moderator variables domain, type of scale9, age, sex, and publication status, 

were coded as in Chapter 2. Nationality was coded into three categories (i.e., contrary to 

Chapter 2, there was no “other” category): 1 = US/Canada, 2 = Europe (e.g., The 

Netherlands, Greece, UK, Germany, etc.), and 3 = Asia (e.g., Singapore, Taiwan, etc.). 

 

Measures of Intrinsic Motivation 

 In the education domain, measures included course interest (Baranik, Barron, & 

Finney, 2010; Barron, Finney, Davis, Owens, 2003; Bergin, 1995; Harackiewicz, Barron, 

Carter, Lehto, & Elliot, 1997; Senko & Miles, 2008), intrinsic motivation (Elliot & 
                                                           
9 See Chapter 2, section Moderators-Type of Scale (pp. 25-27) for details about items coding and inter-rater 
reliability statistics.  
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Church, 1997; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2005), enjoyment of the activity (Hafsteinsson, 2005; 

Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 2006), and free time spent on the activity (Barron & 

Harackiewicz, 2001). 

 In the work domain, the only study that reported intrinsic motivation as outcome 

measure was conducted by Dysvik (2010) among employees in Norwegian service 

organizations.  

  In the sports domain, measures included intrinsic motivation (Barkoukis, 

Ntoumanis, & Nikitaras, 2007; Duda, Chi, Newton, Walling, & Catley, 1995), and 

enjoyment of the activity (Hulleman, Durik, Schweigert, & Harackiewicz, 2008; Thomas 

& Barron, 2006; Wang, Biddle, & Elliot, 2007). 

 

Statistical Method 

The same statistical method as in Chapter 2 was used. First, an effect size (r) was 

obtained between a specific achievement goal and IM. Four papers, reporting more than 

one study appropriate for inclusion in the meta-analysis, contributed multiple independent 

effect sizes (Duda et al., 1995; Hulleman et al., 2008; Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 2006; Van 

Yperen, 2006). 

Positive effect sizes reflect a positive relation between achievement goals and IM, 

and negative effect sizes reflect a negative relation between achievement goals and IM. 

Similar to Chapter 2, effect size interdependence was addressed by creating four data sets: 

(1) a data set for all the studies reporting a correlation between MAp goals and IM; (2) a 

data set for all the studies reporting a correlation between PAp goals and IM; (3) a data set 

for all the studies reporting a correlation between PAv goals and IM; and finally (4) a data 

set for all the studies reporting a correlation between MAv goals and IM. Finally, before 

analyzing each of the four data sets, effect sizes were Fisher’s Z transformed, and sample 

sizes were weighted. All statistical analyses of the data were performed under a random-

effects model approach. 
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Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 The final data set contained 36 studies, of which the majority were from the 

educational domain (k = 27, 75%), followed by the sports domain (k = 8, 22.2%), and one 

study (Dysvik, 2010) from the work domain (k = 1, 2.7%).  

On average, there were more women (56.9%) than men (43.1%). The nationality of 

the participants in the studies was mostly U.S. or Canadian (61.2%), followed by 

Europeans (30.2%), and Asians (8.6%). 

From the studies with commonly used scales, the majority comprised of the Elliot 

AGQ scales (42.5% of total studies, with 22.5% using the AGQ-3 and 20% the AGQ-4). In 

addition, studies using the Duda et al. scale, the Roberts et al. scale, and Midgley’s PALS 

each comprised 7.5% of the final sample of studies. Finally, 5% of the studies used the 

AGQ-S (5%), and 25% of the studies used adapted scales (e.g., Harackiewicz et al., 1997; 

Skaalvik, 1997).  

 

General Effects 

Positive correlations were found between MAp goals and IM, rMAp = .42, Z = 13.73, 

p < .01, and between PAp goals and IM, rPAp = .08, Z = 4.28, p < .01. Correlations between 

PAv goals and IM, rPAv = -.05, Z = -1.43, p = .1524, and MAv goals and IM, rMAv = .09, Z 

= 1.73, p = .0820, were not significant (Table 3.1). 

The within-class variance (Qw) of the overall effect size was significant for all 

achievement goals, with the exception of MAv, Qw(6) = 9.43, p = .1506. Effect sizes 

ranged from .03 to 0.40 for MAp goals, from -.12 to .20 for PAp goals, and from -.18 to 

.13 for PAv goals. Significant values of Qw signal the presence of moderators. Since Qw 

was not significant in the case of MAv goals, the presence of moderators was not further 

explored for these goals.  

Complete results for all categorical moderators (domain, scale type, nationality, and 

publication status) for the remaining three achievement goals are presented in Tables 3.2 to 

3.4, and for the two continuous moderators (age and sex) in Table 3.5. 
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Moderation by Achievement Domain10 

Mastery-Approach Goals. Domain did not moderate the MAp goals-IM relation, 

Qb(1) = .09, p = .7568. Correlations were strong and almost identical in both the education 

domain, rMAp = .42, Z = 10.85, p < .001, and the sports domain, rMAp = .44, Z = 7.74, p < 

.001.  

Performance-Approach Goals. PAp goals were positively correlated with IM in 

both the educational domain, rPAp = .09, Z = 3.50, p < .001, and in the sports domain, rPAp 

= .07, Z = 1.99, p < .05. The two effect sizes did not differ significantly from each other, 

Qb(1) = .23, p = .8870.  

Performance-Avoidance Goals. Domain emerged as a moderator for PAv goals, 

Qb(1) = 5.13, p = .0235. The PAv goals-IM correlation was significant in education, rPAv = 

-.07, Z = -2.11, p < .05. Probably due to a lack of power, the seemingly high correlation in 

sports, rPAv = .14, Z = 1.57, was not significant, p = .1161.  

Moderation by Scale Type 

Mastery-Approach Goals. Scale type was a significant moderator of the MAp 

goals-IM correlation, Qb(6) = 14.91, p = .0210 (see Table 3.2). Across scales, MAp goals 

were strongly and positively correlated with IM. Within the education domain however, 

studies using the PALS (r = .62) reported significantly higher correlations than studies 

using the AGQ-4 (r = .40), or other published instruments (r = .33). Also, studies using the 

AGQ-3 (r = .55) reported higher correlations compared to studies using other published 

instruments (r = .33). 

Performance-Approach Goals and Performance-Avoidance Goals. Scale type 

did not moderate the PAp goals-IM correlation, Qb(6) = 6.47, p = .4856 (Table 3.3), or the 

PAv goals-IM correlation, Qb(3) = 2.01, p = .5686 (Table 3.4). 

Additional Moderators 

Nationality moderated all three goal-IM correlations: for MAp, Qb(2) = 8.37, p = 

.0152, for PAp, Qb(2) = 28.24, p < .001, and for PAv, Qb(2) = 17.32, p < .001. The MAp 

goals-IM correlations were positive across samples, being strongest for Asians, rMAp = .72, 

Z = 6.71, p < .001, compared to either US/Canadians, rPAp = .41, Z = 11.66, p < .001, or 

Europeans, rPAp = .37, Z = 6.63, p < .001. 

                                                           
10 Since only Dysvik (2010) measured intrinsic motivation in the work domain, moderation analyses could be 
carried out only in the education and sports domains. 
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For PAp goals, a stronger effect was found in the Asian samples, rPAp = .30, Z = 

5.44, p < .001, than in either US/Canadian samples, rPAp = .02, Z = 1.55, p = .1202, or 

European samples, rPAp= .13, Z = 5.44, p < .001.  

PAv goals-IM correlations were positive and significant in the Asian samples, rPAv 

= .20, Z = 2.89, p < .001, and negative and significant in the US/Canadian samples, rPAv = -

.13, Z = -3.36, p < .001.  

Publication status did not emerge as a significant moderator. 

Age and sex were recorded as continuous variables, and were accordingly regressed 

on the achievement goals-IM correlations in four separate analyses. Results of the simple 

regressions are presented in Table 3.5.  Sex did not emerge a significant predictor in any of 

the four regression models (all ps > .1).  

For age, a significant negative relation was found for MAp goals, β = -.34, Z = -

2.11, p = .0342, and for PAv goals, β = -.53, Z = -2.90, p =.0037. The negative sign of the 

two regression coefficients indicates that the strength of the goal-IM correlations decline 

with age. In the studies reporting MAp goal-IM correlations, these correlations were 

overall positive, but were stronger positive among younger individuals (1 SD below the 

mean), than among older ones (1 SD above the mean). In contrast, the PAv goal-IM 

correlations were positive among younger adults up to the age of 16, becoming negative 

for individuals 16 and older. Furthermore, a closer look at the moderating effect of 

nationality revealed that of all the negative PAv goal-IM correlations, about 71% occurred 

among US/Canadian samples, while correlations were always positive among Asians11, 

and somewhat mixed among Europeans (50% positive, 50% negative). 

 

Multivariate Analyses 

Similar to Chapter 2, the number of studies in each cell allowed testing two-way 

interactions only between domain, age, and sex, on PAp and MAp goals. No two-way 

interaction effects emerged for either the PAp goals or the MAp goals.  

 

Discussion 

 

 The aim of this meta-analysis was to investigate the relationships between 

personally adopted achievement goals and intrinsic motivation (IM). More important, the 

                                                           
11 Across studies, Asian participants were in general young, with ages ranging between 11 and 17. 
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moderating role of achievement domain (education, sport), type of scale used to measure 

achievement goals, specific sample characteristics (age, sex, and nationality), and the 

publication status of the study were examined. For this purpose, a total of 33 published and 

unpublished studies up to March 2011 were systematically reviewed.  

As seen in Table 3.1, overall the relationships were positive between MAp goals 

and IM, and between PAp goals and IM. A negative trend was found for the relationships 

between PAv goals and IM, and finally a positive trend for the relationships between MAv 

goals and IM. These results, generally in line with other meta-analyses (Baranik, Stanley, 

et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010), corroborate previous research that found approach 

goals, and MAp goals in particular to be robustly and positively associated with IM. 

Moreover, in a meta-analysis on experimentally manipulated achievement goals, 

Rawsthorne and Elliot (1999) found both MAp goals and PAp goals to be equally 

beneficial for IM, and PAv goals to strongly undermine IM. The findings in this chapter 

thus also fit nicely with experimental research documenting direct causal relationships 

between achievement goals and IM. 

However, in the present meta-analyses, which included articles published up until 

March 2011 across a variety of domains and achievement goal scales several of the 

achievement goals-IM correlations were significantly qualified by achievement domain, 

type of scale, as well as socio-demographic characteristics (see Table 3.6).  

 

The Moderating Role of Achievement Domain 

 Achievement domain emerged as a significant moderator for the PAv goals-IM 

correlation. More specifically, the correlation was negative in the education domain, and 

trending positive in the sports domain. When individuals regulate according to a normative 

other-referenced standard that highlights the possibility of failure, a host of negative 

processes may be evoked, such as anxiety, boredom, hopelessness, and negative affectivity 

(Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pekrun et al., 2009), which may disrupt 

concentration, and may divert attention from the interesting aspects of the task 

(Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2000). PAv goals pursuit may be especially detrimental in the 

education domain, where learning, developing, and improvement are typically emphasized 

(Harackiewicz et al., 2008). However, PAv goals do not seem to evoke the same negative 

processes among athletes. That is, in the sports domain, PAv goals do not seem to 

undermine IM. Possibly, in sports, the goal of not losing to others may be more often 

perceived as less threatening, or even challenging, especially when a strong opponent is 
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encountered. In this situation, the goal of “not losing to others” may leave individuals 

inherently engaged in the interesting aspects of the competition. In the sports domain, such 

a garnered sense of relative competence may have some positive effects on task enjoyment 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985), so the typical negative associations between PAv goals and IM are 

attenuated (cf., Kavussanu, Morris, & Ring, 2009). 

 Achievement domain did not emerge as a significant moderator for either MAp 

goals or PAp goals, with overall positive links between both these approach goals and IM. 

However, the comparatively larger effect size found for MAp goals (r = .42), compared to 

PAp goals (r = .08), suggests more robust relationships between MAp goals and IM than 

between PAp goals and IM. Past research has indeed consistently documented that MAp 

goals are associated with an array of other positive variables, including high self-efficacy, 

self-regulation, need for achievement, hope, persistence, and positive affectivity (e.g., 

Brophy, 2005; Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Huang, 2011; Pekrun 

et al., 2009; Pintrich, 2000; Van Yperen, 2006). Because of this positive and consistent 

pattern, MAp goals were dubbed the ideal form of competence-based regulation (e.g., 

Ames, 1992; Duda, 2001; Lepper & Henderlong, 2000; Pintrich, 2000).  

In contrast, PAp goals have more of a so-called “roller coaster” profile (cf. 

Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1995). While PAp goals were found to be associated with positive 

variables (e.g., high competence expectancy, actual performance, Elliot & Church, 1997), 

they were also found to be associated with less positive variables, such as anxiety, worry 

(Pintrich, 2000), anger (Pekrun et al., 2006), amotivation, avoidance orientations (e.g., Van 

Yperen, 2006), cheating behavior (e.g., Van Yperen, Hamstra, & Van der Klauw, 2011), 

and less openness in information exchange (Poortvliet, Janssen, Van Yperen, & Van de 

Vliert, 2007). Yet, despite these occasional “mishaps” associated with PAp goal pursuit, 

the point remains that PAp goals may be positively associated with IM, especially when 

individuals feel competent, or when they don’t perceive evaluation as a threat (Dweck, 

1985; Sansone, 1986). In our earlier example, Tim was someone who pursued PAp goals, 

as he defined competence in terms of interpersonal standards of comparison (e.g., being 

better than others). His high level of IM, which was accompanied by a high willingness to 

exert time, energy, and effort into the sport, may have produced the confidence to endorse 

PAp goals. As long as he was feeling competent during his tennis matches, Tim is likely to 

enjoy playing tennis and being competitive, and so the pursuit of PAp goals does not 

undermine his intrinsic motivation for the sport. 
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The Moderating Role of Scale Type 

In comparison to past meta-analyses (e.g., Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman 

et al., 2010), the present study more extensively investigated the moderating potential of 

different achievement goal measures. Besides including scales which conceptualized 

achievement goals as standards (Elliot & McGregor, 2001), or as standards and reasons 

(e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997), we included additional achievement goal measures which 

conceptualized goals using a wide array of non-goal relevant items (e.g., Duda et al., 1995; 

Midgley et al., 2000; Roberts et al., 1998). This approach afforded a more refined 

comparison of achievement goal scales, both within, and between different achievement 

domains.  

As discussed in Chapter 2 (pp. 20-22), there are large inconsistencies in the way 

achievement goals were operationalized across the different scales. For example, MAp 

goal subscales were found to contain a large percentage of non-goal relevant items, while 

PAp goal subscales seemed to contain the most goal-relevant items. As a result, some of 

the correlations between achievement goals and IM were found to vary significantly from 

each other. In particular, for MAp goals, the strongest positive correlations emerged in 

studies using Midgley and collegaues’ (2000) PALS scale. As noted, the MAp subscale of 

the PALS has many items that actually contain the words “interest” and “enjoyment”, 

making this scale overlapping with achievement values (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010). 

Hence, the question that arises is to what extent MAp goal items in the PALS in fact 

measure the same thing as IM, possibly explaining the high correlation between the two 

variables. However, it is important to note that MAp goals-IM correlations were also 

positive for MAp items worded to reflect standards (e.g., Elliot & McGregor, 2001), 

combinations of standards and reasons (e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997), or non-goal relevant 

language (e.g., Roberts et al., 1998). This overall robust pattern suggests that MAp goal 

striving is of key importance in the development and maintenance of interest and IM, both 

in the short-term, and in the long-term (Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Van Yperen, 2003a).  

 Although scale type did not emerge as a significant moderator of the PAp goals-IM 

correlation, some findings in particular are worth mentioning. Namely, the only significant 

positive correlations between PAp goals and IM were found in studies using the Elliot and 

colleagues’ scales (1997, 2001, 2008), which are predominantly standards focused (e.g., 

doing better than others). PAp goal scales that contained non-goal relevant language 

alluding to self-presentation concerns (e.g., “I would like to show my teacher that I am 

smarter than other students in my class”; “I feel most successful when others mess up and I 
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don’t”) did not reveal associations with IM  (e.g., Duda et al., 1995; Midgley et al., 2000). 

It may be the case that individuals need to find inherent interest in the task in order to have 

the confidence to adopt and pursue PAp goals. This interest may be better maintained in 

the absence of self-presentation concerns, because individuals are then more likely to 

perceive the situation as a challenge rather than as a threat (Dweck, 1985; Sansone, 1986), 

and are less likely to feel anxious and ashamed about the possibility of not reaching their 

goal (Covington, 2000; Crocker & Park, 2004; Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 2007). Indeed, 

self-presentation concerns and perceived evaluation anxiety were found to be detrimental 

to individuals pursuing performance-approach goals (Hagger, Hein, & Chatzisarantis, 

2011), and seem to have less robust associations with IM (this chapter), or with 

performance attainment (Chapter 2). 

 

Additional Results 

 In this meta-analysis, nationality emerged as a moderator of the relationships 

between several achievement goals and IM. Most notably, in Asian samples, achievement 

goals-IM correlations (for MAp, PAp, and PAv goals) were markedly more positive 

compared to samples of other nationalities. Asians are characterized by a cultural focus on 

effort, hard work, and a desire to learn (Stigler, Smith, & Mao, 1985), all congruent with 

MAp goals pursuit, and all likely to elicit and maintain high levels of IM. Important to note 

is that among collectivist Asians, there is a strong desire to meet group expectations (Elliot, 

Chirkov, Kim, & Sheldon, 2001; cf., Markus & Kitayama, 1991), so that levels of extrinsic 

motivation may be as high as well. Similarly, Asians are particularly sensitive to “not 

losing face” (Hamamura & Heine, 2007; Heine, 2005), which may explain the positive 

links between PAv goals and IM among Asians. PAv goals, which were found to be 

especially salient among Asians (cf., Hamamura & Heine, 2008), may be more accepted in 

collectivistic cultures because of the fit with “not losing face”, and therefore, may be less 

likely to distract individuals from the inherently interesting aspects of the task. Yet, it 

should be noted that in the current meta-analysis the number of studies including Asian 

samples (k = 9) were much lower compared to those including Western samples (k = 100), 

thus the observed moderation effects should be interpreted with caution. Future cross-

cultural research on achievement goals and their consequences may clarify and corroborate 

these preliminary findings. 

 Age also emerged as a significant moderator of the goals-IM relationships. Among 

younger individuals, stronger positive links were observed between MAp goals and IM, 
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and PAv goals and IM. As suggested by past research (e.g., Whitehead, 1995), children 

may be more intrinsically motivated and enjoy specific tasks more than adults. Children 

may have simply liked tasks more because they wanted to learn something new and also 

because the prospect of “losing” to others may have been less problematic in terms of still 

maintaining links with task interest. However, it may be difficult to disentangle age and 

nationality effects, as younger individuals were also predominantly from Asian samples 

(i.e., high goal-IM correlations were observed in Asian cultures). In future research, it may 

be interesting to investigate if the same pattern of results for age would be replicated in 

diverse cultural and societal samples. 

 

Summary and Future Directions 

 A very stable and robust relationship was documented between MAp goals and 

intrinsic motivation, especially when individual goal items were worded to reflect 

enjoyment and interest. These results may suggest that MAp goal striving is critical for the 

development of IM, but at the same time put forward the question to what extent the two 

measures reflect one and the same thing. To minimize this confound, future research 

should separate both constructs by operationalizing MAp goals exclusively as standards 

(self-referenced, or task-referenced), and steer clear of including any non-goal relevant 

language. 

Although PAp goals were also positively associated with IM, these positive links 

were less robust than in the case of MAp goals. As earlier discussed, PAp goals (i.e., the 

focus on doing better than others) may have additional costs associated with their pursuit 

(e.g., worry, anxiety, fear of failure, amotivation, etc.). So, the positive relations that PAp 

goals have with IM may be more elusive and less stable over time. Yet, we do not exclude 

the possibility that high levels of IM are a prerequisite for individuals to have the 

confidence to pursue PAp goals in the first place (cf., Pekrun et al., 2009). Provided that 

PAp goal individuals reach concrete accomplishments (i.e., they actually do better than 

others), they may cultivate and maintain subsequent interest and IM in tasks in which they 

are seemingly good in. 

Another important issue here is that of achievement goal stability and change in 

repeated competence-relevant situations over time. Research showed that individuals who 

endorse PAp goals are likely to switch to PAv goals when exposed to negative competence 

feedback. In contrast, individuals who endorse MAp goals seem to be more resilient in the 

face of repeated exposure to negative feedback (Dweck, 1986; Fryer & Elliot, 2011). 
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Returning to our example in the introduction, goal switching should be especially 

likely in Tim’s case. Because of his focus on PAp goals, Tim is rather vulnerable to 

switching to PAv goals, especially if he loses several matches in a row. Losing to others is 

a setback and can be harmful for Tim’s perceived competence, particularly if he is 

sensitive to competence valuation, and is high on fear of failure (Fryer & Elliot, 2007, 

2011). In turn, a subsequent pursuit of PAv goals may have negative consequences on 

Tim’s intrinsic motivation, and performance attainment (see Chapter 2). Research on the 

complex process of achievement goals stability and change has already began (see Fryer & 

Elliot, 2007, 2011), and will hopefully proliferate in the near future, allowing us to gain 

additional insights on the cyclicity of achievement goal pursuit. 

 

Although the current study is not without limitations (e.g., comparatively small 

sample size for MAv goals, no studies from the work domain, and the correlational nature 

of the data, with causality impossible to infer), the present-meta analysis revealed that the 

associations between achievement goals and IM may be substantially moderated by 

achievement domain, type of scale, nationality, and age. Currently, there are several 

important differences in achievement goals operationalization, which may explain why 

researchers conceptually debated the potential benefits of different achievement goals. 

 

Hence, research in the field may benefit from the development of a common 

achievement goal measure across different achievement domains (see Chapter 2, for a 

discussion; and also Appendix B and C for proposed scales). This proposed achievement 

goal measure defines competence exclusively in terms of standards for evaluation (task-

based, self-based, or other-based; see Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011) for several 

reasons. Firstly, an exclusive and conceptually clear focus on standards would allow more 

accurate explorations of the associations between achievement goals and IM. This is 

particularly informative for elucidating the quite robust links found between some MAp 

goal measures (e.g., Midgley et al., 2000) and IM12. Secondly, as currently conceptualized, 

MAp goals comprise of two different standards for competence (task-based and self-

based), which indeed seem to be different enough to deserve theoretical and practical 

separation (see Elliot et al., 2011). Acknowledging these particular issues may allow 
                                                           
12 As our results indicate, associations between MAp goals and IM were particularly strong in scales which 
conceptualized MAp goals using non-goal relevant language (e.g., words such as interest and enjoyment), 
raising the question whether these particular achievement goal scales (e.g., Midgley et al., 2000) don’t in fact 
measure the same thing as IM scales. 
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achievement goals researchers to better disentangle and make sense of the complex 

relations between achievement goals and intrinsic motivation, and lay the paths for fruitful 

progress in the near future.  
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Tables and Figures Chapter 3 

 

Table 3.1. Results for the Overall Achievement Goal-Intrinsic Motivation Correlations 

Variable rw 95% CI k N Z Qw 

Interest and       

    MAp Goals .42 .36, .48 44 5,284 13.73* 191.76* 

    PAp Goals .08 .04, .12 40 4,829 4.28* 63.78* 

    PAv Goals -.05 -.12, .01 25 2,342 -1.43 63.72* 

    MAv Goals .09 -.01, .19 7 781 1.73 9.43 

Note. rw = correlation coefficients, CI = confidence intervals, k  = number of effect sizes, N = number of participants, Z = z-score,  
Qw = within-class goodness-of-fit statistics.     
*p < .01. 
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Table 3.2. Moderator Analyses for the Mastery-Approach Goal-Intrinsic Motivation Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, 
Publication Status  
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  
(Qw) 

MAp Goals and         
Intrinsic Motivation/  

       

 
Domain 

 
.09 

 
 

     

1. Education 
3. Sport 

  .42 
.44 

.34, .49 

.33, .55 
30 
13 

10.85** 
7.74** 

25.98 
9.89 

 
Scale Type 

 
14.91* 

 
6 

     

1. AGQ-3 Elliot et al. 
2. AGQ-4 Elliot et al. 
3. Midgley’s PALS 
4. Duda 
5. Roberts 
6. Conroy et al. (AGQ-S) 
7. Other (only education) 

  .55ab 
.40ac 
.62b 
.32c 
.52ab 
.32abc 
.33cd 

.43, .68 

.28, .53 

.43, .81 

.17, .47 

.34, .70 

.06, .57 

.23, .44 

8 
9 
4 
6 
3 
2 
11 

8.80** 
6.41** 
6.49** 
4.30** 
5.63** 
2.46* 
6.43** 

6.76 
7.32 
10.45 
.92 
2.84 
.21 
5.87 

 
Nationality 

 
8.37* 

 
2 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 

  .41a 
.37a 
.72 b 

.34, .48 

.26, .49 

.51, .93 

30 
11 
3 

11.66** 
6.63** 
6.71** 

27.30 
6.70 
1.76 

 
Publication status 

 
1.40 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  .15 
.08 

.11, .19 
-.02, .19 

103 
12 

8.08** 
1.52 

89.07 
5.25 

Note. Cells not sharing a common superscript differ significantly from each other. Dashes indicate that the moderator analysis could not be computed for the correlation. 
rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score, k = number of effect sizes.  
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 3.3. Moderator Analyses for the Performance-Approach Goal-Intrinsic Motivation Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, 
Publication Status 
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  (Qw) 

PAp Goals and               
Intrinsic Motivation/  

       

 
Domain 

 
.23 

 
1 

     

1. Education 
2. Sport 

  .09 
.07 

.04, .14 

.01, .14 
26 
13 

3.50** 
1.99* 

23.30 
14.55 

 
Scale Type 

 
6.47 

 
6 

     

1. AGQ-3 Elliot et al. 
2. AGQ-4 Elliot et al. 
3. Midgley’s PALS 
4. Duda 
5. Roberts 
6. Conroy et al. (AGQ-S) 
7. Other (only education) 

  .13 
.14 
.07 
-.01 
.09 
.11 
.05 

.03, .22 

.03, .25 
-.01, .26 
-.12, .09 
-.02, .21 
-.07, .30 
-.02, .12 

7 
7 
4 
6 
3 
2 
10 

2.71** 
2.60** 
1.79 
-.26 
1.51 
1.14 
1.41 

5.71 
3.95 
.30 
6.78 
1.44 
.01 
14.61 

 
Nationality 

 
28.24** 

 
2 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 

  .02a 
.13b 
.30c 

-.01, .06 
.08, .18 
.19, .40 

26 
11 
3 

1.55 
5.44** 
5.44** 

25.64 
9.76 
.12 

 
Publication status 

 
.51 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  .07 
.12 

.03, .12 

.01, .25 
36 
4 

3.77** 
2.03* 

38.58 
.84 

Note. Cells not sharing a common superscript differ significantly from each other. Dashes indicate that the moderator analysis could not be computed for the correlation.  
rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score, k = number of effect sizes.  
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 3.4. Moderator Analyses for the Performance-Avoidance Goal-Intrinsic Motivation Correlations: Domain, Scale Type, Nationality, 
Publication Status 
 Between class effects      

Variable Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 
within class  
(Qw) 

PAv Goals and         
Intrinsic Motivation/  

       

 
Domain 

 
5.13* 

 
1 

     

1. Education 
2. Sport 

  -.07a 
.14b 

-.15, -.01 
-.03, .31 

21 
3 

-2.11* 
1.57 

20.39 
1.67 

 
Scale Type 

 
2.01 

 
3 

     

1. AGQ-3 Elliot et al. 
2. AGQ-4 Elliot et al. 
3. Midgley’s PALS 
4. Other (only education) 

  -.05 
.01 
-.02 
-.17 

-.18, .07 
-.13, .13 
-.27, .21 
-.38, .03 

8 
9 
3 
3 

-.85 
.03 
-.22 
-1.65 

7.21 
7.82 
1.29 
1.34 

 
Nationality 

 
17.32** 

 
2 

     

1. US/Canadian 
2. European 
3. Asian 

  -.13a 
-.04a 
.20b 

-.21, -.05 
-.13, .04 
.06, .34 

13 
9 
3 

-3.36** 
-.98 
2.89** 

8.65 
13.03 
.80 

 
Publication status 

 
.46 

 
1 

     

1. Published 
2. Not Published 

  -.04 
-.10 

-.11, .03 
-.28, .06 

21 
4 

-1.01 
-1.20 

52.35 
9.22 

Note. Cells not sharing a common superscript differ significantly from each other. Dashes indicate that the moderator analysis could not be  
computed for the correlation. rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score, k = number of effect sizes.  
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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 Table 3.5. Simple Regressions of Continuous Moderators on Effect Sizes 
 rMAp  rPap  rPAv  rMAv 

Simple regression B Z R²  B Z R²  B Z R²  B Z R² 

 

Moderator 

               

   Age -.53 -2.90** .28  -.15 -.95 .02  -.34 -2.11* .11  -.14 .77 .02 

   Sex .17 .74 .02  -.005 -.02 -  -.12 -.68 .01  .48 1.11 .23 

B = Standardized regression coefficient. * p < .05. ** p < .01 
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Table 3.6. Summary of the Results Chapter 3 

Note. + sign denotes a positive correlation, - sign denotes a negative correlation. Within moderators, different 
signs (+++, ++, +, -, --) differ significantly from each other. Parentheses denote that the magnitude of the 
correlation did not reach statistical significance.  
 
 

 MAp PAp  PAv MAv 

   
Intrinsic Motivation (overall) 
  
 Domain     
   1.  Education  
   2.  Sport 
  
 Scale Type      
   1. AGQ-3 
   2. AGQ-4 
   3. Midgley’s PALS 
   4.Duda et al. 
   5. Roberts et al. 
   6. Conroy et al. 
   7. Other 
 
Nationality 
   1. US/Canadian 
   2. European 
   3. Asian 
   
Publication status 
   1. Published 
   2. Unpublished 
 
Age 

 
+ 
 
 
+ 
+ 
 
 
+ 
+ 
++ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
 
 
+ 
+ 
++ 
 
 
+ 
(+) 
 
- 

 
+ 
 
 
+ 
+ 
 
 
+ 
+ 
(+) 
(-) 
(+) 
(+) 
(+) 
 
 
(+) 
+ 
+++ 
 
 
+ 
+ 
 
 

  
(-) 
 
 
- 
(+) 
 
 
(-) 
(+) 
(-) 
 
 
 
(-) 
 
 
- 
(-) 
+ 
 
 
(-) 
(-) 
 
- 

 
(+) 
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Chapter 4 

Achievement Goals and Performance Attainment:  

A Meta-Analytic Review of Experimental Studies* 

 

Abstract 

This meta-analysis explored the effects of experimentally manipulated achievement goals on 

performance attainment. Fifteen empirical studies, comprising 68 individual effect sizes and 

2,437 participants were coded on several study characteristics (anticipation of feedback, time 

pressure), as well as socio-demographic characteristics (age, sex, and nationality). 

Performance measures represented actual performance attainment across a variety of tasks 

(verbal tasks, reasoning tasks, physical activity tasks). In line with Chapter 2, mastery-

approach (MAp) goals, and performance-approach (PAp) goals generally facilitated 

performance attainment, relative to performance-avoidance (PAv) goals, or mastery-

avoidance (MAv) goals. In addition, under specific conditions (no feedback anticipation or no 

time pressure), MAp goals were more beneficial for performance attainment than PAp goals. 

Implications and future directions for research are discussed. 

 

 

Keywords: achievement goals, meta-analysis, performance, experimental, motivation, 

feedback, time pressure 

 

 

 

 

*This chapter is based on Blaga, M., Van Yperen, N.W., & Postmes, T. (2012). Personally adopted and assigned 
achievement goals and performance attainment: Exploring the role of moderators in two meta-analyses. 
Manuscript in preparation. 



Chapter 4 | page 84 

In achievement situations, one’s drive for performance can be energized and directed 

by the pursuit of achievement goals (Elliot, 2005). To date, the most frequently used method 

to study achievement goals has been through correlational research. This method consists of 

assessing the individual’s self-reported achievement goals through a variety of validated 

questionnaires (e.g., Conroy et al., 2003; Elliot & Church, 1997; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 

Midgley et al., 2000), and of subsequently reporting the degree to which achievement goals 

correlate with various outcomes, such as performance attainment (see Chapter 2, this 

dissertation), or intrinsic motivation (see Chapter 3, this dissertation). Correlational research 

is valuable because the data obtained (1) provides ecologically valid information regarding 

the prevalence of achievement goals in different real-life settings and across different 

achievement domains (e.g., the classroom, the workplace, the sports field), and (2) provides 

indications about the associations between achievement goals and specific outcome variables 

(e.g., performance attainment). 

However, causal relationships cannot be established on the basis of correlational 

survey research. On the one hand, links between achievement goals and performance 

attainment may indeed indicate that goals energize and direct competence-relevant behavior. 

But, on the other hand, these links may also be explained by the effects of high (or low) 

performance attainment on the preference for specific achievement goals (Van Yperen & 

Renkema, 2008). Therefore, experimental manipulations of achievement goals are valuable 

because they allow (1) testing causality regarding the influences of achievement goals on 

performance outcomes, and thus (2) directly determining the costs and benefits of pursuing 

various achievement goals. Thus, experimental achievement goal research is important not 

only for theory advancement, but also for the development of achievement goal based 

interventions, which require a thorough understanding of causal relationships.  

The purpose of this study was to explore through meta-analysis (cf., Chapter 2; Lipsey 

& Wilson, 2001) the effects of experimentally manipulated achievement goals on 

performance attainment. We continue with a brief description of the achievement goal 

approach (for a more detailed discussion, see Chapter 2, pp. 17-18), and summarize the mixed 

results to date on the effects of assigned achievement goals on performance attainment. We 

then propose and discuss potential moderators that may explain these mixed findings. After 

presenting our results, we discuss the implications and offer directions for future research on 

experimentally manipulated achievement goals. 

 



 

 
Chapter 4 | page 85 

 

Achievement Goals and Performance Attainment 

Achievement goals are broadly defined as mental representations of the individual’s 

desired levels of competence in the short-term or long-term (Elliot, 2005), and can provide 

individuals with a purpose for task engagement. As mentioned in Chapter 2 (also see Figure 

2.1, p. 48), individuals may focus on the pursuit of different achievement goals. For example, 

individuals pursuing a mastery-approach (MAp) goal focus on attaining a task-referenced 

standard (e.g., doing well on a task), or a self-referenced standard (e.g., doing better than one 

has done before). Individuals pursuing a performance-approach (PAp) goal focus on attaining 

an other-referenced standard (e.g., doing better than others), whereas individuals pursuing a 

performance-avoidance (PAv) goal focus on avoiding an other-referenced standard (e.g., not 

doing worse than others). Finally, individuals pursuing a mastery-avoidance (MAv) goal 

focus on avoiding a task-referenced standard (e.g., not doing poorly on a task), or a self-

referenced standard (e.g., not doing poorer than one has done before).  

In recent years, researchers have developed methods to successfully manipulate the 

individuals’ achievement goals for an upcoming task (e.g., Elliot, Shell, Henry, & Maier, 

2005; Van Yperen, 2003a). Yet, in comparison to correlational studies, the number of studies 

on experimentally manipulated achievement goals is relatively scarce, and results in the 

literature are at best mixed (see Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008, for a narrative review). In 

some cases, PAp goals seemed more beneficial for performance attainment compared to MAp 

goals (Elliot et al., 2005, Study 2; Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005a, Study 1). Yet, other studies 

found evidence in favor of MAp goals benefiting performance attainment as compared to PAp 

goals (Bereby-Meyer & Kaplan, 2005; Bergin, 1995), while others found both MAp goals and 

PAp goals beneficial for performance attainment (e.g., Elliot et al., 2005, Study 1A & 1B; 

Elliot, Cury, Fryer, & Huguet, 2006).  The only meta-analytic review of experimentally 

manipulated achievement goals (Utman, 1997) found that, relative to mastery goals, 

performance goals were detrimental for performance attainment. However, a serious 

limitation of this meta-analysis is that it included several experiments focusing on non-

achievement goal constructs (e.g., intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation), did not 

compare experimental goal conditions to control conditions, and indiscriminately mixed up 

approach and avoidance achievement goals. Research conducted since showed that, in 

comparison to mastery-approach goals and performance-approach goals, performance-

avoidance goals in particular have negative effects on performance attainment (e.g., Elliot et 

al., 2005, 2006) and on intrinsic motivation (Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999). More recently, 
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researchers exploring the effects of MAv goals have documented rather negative effects of 

these types of goals on performance attainment (e.g., Van Yperen, 2003a; Van Yperen et al, 

2009). 

Regarding direct effects, many achievement goal researchers agree that manipulated 

approach goals, either MAp or PAp, can be beneficial for performance attainment (Barker, 

McInerny, & Dowson, 2002; Elliot et al., 2005; 2006; Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008). Both 

MAp goals and PAp goals represent approach forms of regulation, they both seem to be 

associated with positive achievement emotions (Huang, 2011), and to focus the individual on 

positive outcomes (e.g., success; Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 2006). Accordingly, MAp goals and 

PAp goals may evoke a host of desirable processes, such as effort, persistence, and task 

engagement (see Elliot, 1999), and positively affect performance attainment.  

In contrast, avoidance goals, either PAv or MAv, are seen as overall detrimental for 

performance attainment (e.g., Elliot et al., 2005; Van Yperen et al., 2009). PAv goals and 

MAv goals represent avoidance forms of regulation, associated with negative achievement 

emotions (Huang, 2011). Both PAv goals and MAv goals focus the individual on negative 

outcomes (e.g., on the possibility of failure; Pekrun et al., 2006), and may therefore evoke a 

host of negative processes (e.g., self-handicapping, disorganization), which may interfere with 

full task immersion, and negatively affect performance attainment. In line with the above, as 

well as with the extant field research on self-reported achievement goals (Baranik, Stanley et 

al., 2010; Elliot, 2005; Hulleman et al., 2010), in this meta-analysis we expected that relative 

to avoidance goals (either PAv goals or MAv), approach goals (either MAp or PAp) would 

benefit performance attainment. 

 

Moderators of Achievement Goal Effects 

To date, empirical research on experimentally manipulated achievement goals has 

revealed that both MAp goals and PAp goals can be generally beneficial for performance 

attainment (cf., Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008). However, moderator variables may specify 

conditions under which, for example, MAp goals may be more beneficial for performance 

attainment than PAp goals. In this meta-analysis, we conducted moderator analyses only for 

the contrast between MAp and PAp goals. The first reason for doing so was that the scarce 

experimental research to date has typically focused on these two approach achievement goals. 

Consequently, in this meta-analysis, reliable moderator analyses could be conducted only for 

the contrast between MAp goals and PAp goals (k = 18). The second reason was that both 
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MAp goals and PAp goals represent approach forms of regulation, and, as demonstrated by 

past research, are the most efficacious in enhancing performance (Conroy et al., 2003; Elliot 

& McGregor, 2001). In contrast, avoidance goals, which are by definition focused on 

avoiding negative outcomes, are most likely to adversely affect performance attainment 

(Roney & Lehman, 2008). So, from an applied perspective, only approach goals are of 

interest for the development of achievement goal based interventions. The proposed 

moderators of the effects of MAp goals and PAp goals on performance attainment are 

discussed below. 

 

Feedback Anticipation   

Empirical studies testing the effect of manipulated achievement goals on performance 

attainment tend to focus on one specific situation, where one particular task needs to be done 

straightaway. In these types of situations, participants either hear that (1) they will receive 

feedback during the task, or right after completion of the task (i.e., in both cases feedback is 

anticipated by the participants), or (2) they do not explicitly receive any information regarding 

feedback (i.e., feedback is not anticipated by the participants).  

In the absence of feedback anticipation, the focus on MAp goals may be more 

effective than the focus on PAp goals. Manipulated MAp goals, with their emphasis of task 

mastery, learning something new, and self- improvement, direct the individual’s attention to 

the task itself, and away from possible interfering thoughts. MAp goals focus the individuals 

on positive outcomes (i.e., developing one’s skills, striving for improvement), which may 

direct the individuals to view the task as a challenge, to persist longer, and to develop positive 

affect in relation to the task (Ames, 1992; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; 

Kaplan & Middleton, 2002; Rawsthorne & Elliot, 1999; Urdan, 1997). Hence, even in the 

absence of feedback anticipation, individuals pursuing mastery goals may be primarily 

focused on the task itself, may engage more deeply in the task, and may ultimately perform 

well on the task. In contrast, PAp goals focus the individuals on an external and normative 

target (i.e., “others”). When individuals do not anticipate feedback on how they do relative to 

others, PAp goal pursuit does not make much sense. Even more so, in the absence of feedback 

anticipation, PAp goals may distract from the task itself and diminish task focus, persistence, 

and subsequent performance (cf., Duda, 2001; Midgley et al., 2001; Nicholls, 1984). 

In contrast, when feedback is anticipated, both MAp and PAp goal pursuit can be 

expected to keep individuals focused and engaged, and willing to exert effort (e.g., Elliot, 
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1999).  The reason for this is that feedback anticipation signals to the individuals that they 

will hear to what extent they have reached their respective goals. Individuals are likely to aim 

for the best possible feedback in order to boost their self-worth, positive affect, and feelings of 

accomplishment (cf., Leary et al., 2003; Park & Crocker, 2008). In this regard, it is essential 

to note that in the studies included in this meta-analysis, the achievement goal manipulations 

were tailored to match subsequent feedback anticipation. More specifically, for MAp goals 

manipulations were framed as task-referenced standards (e.g., solve the problem), or as self-

referenced standards (e.g., “Improve your own dart throwing performance”). For PAp goals, 

manipulations were framed as other-referenced standards (e.g., beat all others, perform better 

than others, perform well relative to others, etc.). So, individuals that pursued MAp goals 

expected task-referenced or self-referenced feedback, while individuals that pursued PAp 

goals expected other-referenced feedback.  

 

Time Pressure 

The issue of time allocation is crucial in achievement motivation research, as most 

achievement environments are time pressured (Ames, 1992). Imposing a finite time limit for 

completing a task was found to directly and positively influence subsequent performance 

attainment (Andrews & Farris, 1972; Goodie & Crooks, 2004, Study 1). Research suggests 

that individuals work faster (Pieters, Warlop, & Hartog, 1997) and exert more effort under 

time pressure to complete straightforward tasks (Latham & Locke, 1975), compared to their 

counterparts with no imposed time limit. Particularly PAp goal individuals may work less 

efficiently and less effectively when there is no clear time limit. The absence of time pressure 

may facilitate the tendency among PAp goal individuals to ruminate on the possibility of 

failure (Davis & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000; Grant & Dweck, 2003), to worry about the 

implications of not outperforming others (Pintrich, 2000), to procrastinate (Ferrari & Dovidio, 

2000; Steel, 2007), or to engage in self-handicapping (Elliot et al., 2006), all likely to harm 

performance attainment. In contrast, individuals that pursue MAp goals without time 

constraints are more likely to focus exclusively on the task itself, to engage more deeply in the 

task, and to experience high levels of autonomy and self-determination while engaged in the 

task (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985; Elliot et al., 2006; Ntoumanis, Thøgersen-Ntoumani, & Smith, 

2009). Furthermore, correlational research has demonstrated that, when there are no time 

constraints, MAp goals rather than PAp goals are related to processes beneficial for task 
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performance, such as planning, organizing, elaborating, and integrating (Kaplan & Midgley, 

1997; Nolen, 1988; Pintrich & Garcia, 1991). 

Accordingly, in this meta-analysis, we proposed that in the presence of feedback 

anticipation or time pressure, both MAp goals and PAp goals would be beneficial for 

performance attainment. However, in the absence of feedback anticipation or time pressure, 

assigned MAp goals were expected to be more beneficial for performance attainment than 

assigned PAp goals. 

 

Sample Characteristics and Task Characteristics 

As in Chapter 2, the moderating role of specific sample characteristics (age, sex, and 

nationality) was investigated. Previous research on age suggests possible boundary conditions 

for achievement goal pursuit, with, for example, younger individuals being less susceptible to 

PAp goals than older individuals (cf., Utman, 1997), as well as older individuals having a 

preference for MAv goal pursuit (De Lange et al., 2010). However, there is also a substantial 

body of literature that did not document significant age differences in achievement goal 

adoption and pursuit (see Midgley et al., 2001, for a review).  

Sex differences in achievement goal effects were also documented in past research, 

but with rather mixed results. For example, in comparison to men, women were found to 

perform worse when pursuing assigned difficult PAp goals, presumably because the 

interfering role of evaluation anxiety (cf., Blaga & Van Yperen, 2008; see also Chapter 6). 

However, others documented no sex differences in achievement goal effects (Van Yperen, 

2003a; 2006).  

Finally, in experimental achievement goal research, there is substantial variation in the 

type of tasks that individuals may encounter. For example, some tasks may assess general 

verbal skills, some tasks may involve more advanced reasoning (e.g., an anagram task), and 

some tasks may involve physical activities (e.g., basketball dribbling). As a result, different 

tasks may differently interact with achievement goals. However, to our knowledge, type of 

task as moderator of goal effects on performance attainment has not been systematically 

reviewed so far. 

Given these mixed and limited findings, exploratory analyses for the above mentioned 

sample characteristics and task characteristics were conducted. 
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Aim of the Present Meta-Analysis 

 The aim of this meta-analysis was to investigate the effects of experimentally 

manipulated achievement goals on performance attainment. For this purpose, studies which 

compared the effects of manipulated achievement goals to one another, or to a control 

condition were included. Overall, approach goals were expected to benefit performance 

attainment compared to avoidance goals. Furthermore, it was expected that, relative to PAp 

goals, MAp goals would be more beneficial for performance attainment in the absence of 

feedback anticipation, or in the absence of time pressure.  

 

Method 

 

Sample of Studies 

 First, a computerized web-based search of PsychINFO and Web of Science up until 

March 1st, 2011 was conducted, using the same key words as in Chapter 2, in addition to the 

key words experiment, experimental, and manipulation. Second, the reference lists of relevant 

meta-analyses (Utman, 1997), and narrative reviews (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008; Senko 

et al., 2011) were searched. Third, the data base of Dissertation Abstracts International was 

searched to identify possible PhD dissertations on this topic. Fourth, individual experts in the 

field were contacted for unpublished papers that could not otherwise be retrieved.  

 

Inclusion Criteria 

 In order to be considered for inclusion in the meta-analysis, a study had to meet the 

following criteria: 

1. The achievement goals had to be experimentally manipulated. Mastery goal 

manipulations had to include task-referenced or self-referenced standards of competence with 

a focus on the task, on learning, or on mastery. Performance goal manipulations had to 

include other-referenced standards of competence with the focus on other individuals. 

Approach goal manipulations had to emphasize achieving a positive outcome (i.e., do better 

than others). Avoidance goal manipulations had to emphasize avoiding a negative outcome 

(i.e., not do worse than others). Neutral goal conditions had to be lacking any specific goal 

instructions or had to instruct individuals to do their best (Table 4.1). Theoretical papers and 

studies which assessed self-reported achievement goals were excluded; 
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2. The study had to include an objective measure of performance attainment as 

dependent variable; 

3. The study had to randomly assign participants to the various experimental 

conditions; 

4. The study had to contain enough statistical information (e.g., means, standard 

deviations, participants per group, F-tests, t-tests, etc.) to allow effect size calculations; 

5. Sufficient information on the moderator variables had to be provided. Sex 

distribution was coded as missing in two studies that omitted to report this information 

(Allscheid & Cellar, 1996; Bereby-Meyer & Kaplan, 2005); 

6. Last, the study article had to be written in English. 

Two coders were trained prior to the coding process and coded all the studies included 

in the meta-analysis. The overall agreement rate on descriptive statistics (e.g., means, SD’s, 

number of participants per group), effect size statistics, and proposed moderators (type of 

task, feedback anticipation, time pressure, age, sex, and nationality) was 88.23% (Cohen’s k = 

.75). Disagreements regarding coding were resolved by concurrence between the two coders. 

 

Final Sample of Studies 

  The final data set contained 15 papers, with a total of 68 effect sizes, and 2,437 

participants, of which 48% female. Three studies (Bereby-Maier & Kaplan, 2005; Elliot et al., 

2005; Van Yperen et al., 2009) contributed multiple independent effect sizes to the analysis. 

 

Goal Manipulations 

For MAp goals, manipulations were framed as positive task-referenced standards (e.g., 

solve the problem) or as positive self-referenced standards (e.g., improve on your previous 

performance). For PAp goals, manipulations were framed as positive other-referenced 

standards (e.g., beat all others, perform better than others, perform well relative to others, etc.) 

For PAv goals, manipulations were framed as negative other-referenced standards (e.g., not 

do worse than others), and for MAv goals manipulations were framed as negative self-

referenced standards (e.g., not to do worse than your previous performance). 
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Moderators 

 The categorical moderators anticipation of feedback13 and time pressure14 were coded 

into: 1 = yes, or 2 = no. Type of task15 was coded in three global categories: 1 = Verbal, 2 = 

Reasoning and 3 = Physical performance. 

 Furthermore, age, was recorded as a continuous variable; sex was calculated as the 

proportion of female participants (ranging from 0 to 1), and nationality16 was coded in three 

categories: 1 = US/Canada, 2 = Europe (e.g., The Netherlands, Germany, France, etc.), and 3 

= other (e.g., Israel). 

 

Coding of Individual Effect Sizes  

Cohen’s d was used as a measure of effect size statistics. This d-index is a 

standardized measure appropriate for use when the difference between two means is being 

compared. For example, the effect size of the MAp vs. PAp goal contrast is obtained by 

extracting the mean of the PAp goal from the mean of the MAp goal and dividing this 

difference by their pooled standard deviations, while correcting for the sample size of the two 

groups (Hedges & Olkin, 1985)17. A positive value of the d-index indicates better 

performance when pursuing a MAp goal over a PAp goal, and vice versa for a negative value 

of the d-index. 

In total, four achievement goal conditions (MAp, PAp, PAv, and MAv) and a no goal 

control condition were identified across the studies. By contrasting each of these five goals in 

a pairwise fashion, a maximum of ten goal contrasts were possible. However, the MAv vs. no 

goal contrast was tested in just one study (Van Yperen, Elliot, & Anseel, 2009), which made 

it impossible to compute reliable effect size statistics. Thus nine contrasts appropriate for 

analysis were identified: MAp vs. any of the three goals and the no goal control condition 

                                                           
13 The anticipated feedback was either provided during task pursuit (Blaga & Van Yperen, 2011), or after task 
completion (e.g., Elliot et al., 2005; Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005a). 
14 Time pressure refers to a strict limit in which the task needed to be performed, and did not exceed 45 minutes 
(e.g., Elliot et al., 2005; Jagacinski et al., 2001; Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005a; Van Yperen et al., 2009). No 
time pressure refers to allowing participants ample time for the task (Schunk, 1998), or not mentioning a time 
limit (e.g., Bereby-Maier & Kaplan, 2005). However, in the “no time pressure” studies no experimental session 
exceeded more than one and half hours.  
15 “Verbal” tasks included language multiple choice tests (e.g., Darnon, Butera, & Harackiewicz, 2007), and 
verbal skills tests (e.g., Elliot  et al., 2005); “Reasoning” tasks included solving anagrams (e.g., Allscheid & 
Cellar, 1996), playing card games (e.g., Bereby-Meyer & Kaplan, 2005), and brainstorming tasks (e.g., 
Jagacinski, Madden, & Reider, 2001); “Physical activity” tasks were basketball dribbling tasks (e.g., Elliot et al., 
2006), and darts throwing exercises (e.g., Ntoumanis et al., 2009). 
16 There were no primarily Asian samples in any of the experimental studies included in this meta-analysis. 
17 Some studies reported other types of statistics than groups means (e.g., F-tests, t-values). These statistics can 
be converted to d-indices using appropriate formulae (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). 
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(four contrasts in total), PAp vs. PAv, MAv, and the no goal control condition (three contrasts 

in total), and PAv vs. MAv and the no goal control condition (two contrasts in total).  

Subsequent analyses were conducted in SPSS using Wilson’s (2010) macros for meta-

analytical research synthesis18. To prepare the data for analysis, effects sizes were Fisher’s Z 

transformed and sample sizes were weighted (Wilson, 2010). All statistical analyses of the 

data were performed under a random-effects model approach. 

 

Results 

 

Summary of General Effect Sizes 

 The number of comparisons ranged from 18 for the MAp vs. PAp contrast, to 3 for the 

PAv vs. MAv contrast. A complete overview of individual contrasts, with corresponding 

confidence intervals and homogeneity statistics is presented in Table 4.2. Scatter plots with 

effect size distributions for each of the nine goal contrasts are shown in Figures 4.1 to 4.9. 

With the exception of one experimental study19, all the other studies contrasted MAp 

goals with PAp goals. The analyses revealed that the MAp goal vs. PAp goal contrast was not 

significant, r = .06, Z = 1.62, p = .1035. All the remaining goal contrasts revealed the 

expected pattern: relative to avoidance goals (PAv and MAv), approach goals (MAp and 

PAp) led to better performance attainment. MAp goals have a beneficial effect on 

performance compared to PAv goals, r = .19, Z = 2.72, p < .001, and a beneficial effect 

compared to MAv goals, r = .21, Z = 1.90, p = .0577 (marginally significant). Similarly, PAp 

goals have a beneficial effect on performance relative to either PAv goals, r = .17, Z = 2.38, p 

= .0171, or MAv goals, r = .15, Z = 2.32, p = .0203. However, only MAp goals result in better 

performance compared to a no goal control condition, r = .20, Z = 2.69, p < .001. Finally, 

PAv goals appear to be more beneficial for performance compared to MAv goals, r = .17, Z = 

2.18, p = .0288.  

 

 

 

                                                           
18 Each d-index was converted to a corresponding r-index, with a range from [-1, 1]. The r-index represents a 
Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient, and it reflects the relationship between specific goal contrasts 
and performance attainment. Positive values of the d-index always render positive values of the r-index, and 
negative values of the d-index always render negative values of the r-index. 
19 Allscheid and Cellar (1996) only compared the PAp goal condition to a no goal control condition. 
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Moderator Testing 

As mentioned, given (1) the low number of studies for avoidance goals, and (2) the 

accepted benefits of approach achievement goals, moderator analyses were performed only on 

the MAp vs. PAp goal contrast. The within-class goodness-of-fit statistics (Qw) was 

significant for this contrast (p < .001), indicating the presence of moderators. Neither task 

type, nor age, sex, nor nationality emerged as significant moderators of the MAp goal vs. PAp 

goal contrast. 

However, as anticipated, significant moderators were anticipation of feedback, Qb(1) = 

4.37, p = .0364, and time pressure, Qb(1) = 5.02, p = .0250 (Table 4.3). In experiments in 

which participants did not anticipate feedback, the contrast was significant, r = .16, Z = 2.67, 

p < .001, indicating that MAp goals had a beneficial effect on performance compared to PAp 

goals. In experiments in which participants were offered feedback, the MAp goal vs. PAp 

goal contrast was not significant, r = -.01, Z = -.17, p = .8650.  

Also, as expected, in experiments with no time pressure, the MAp goal vs. PAp goal 

contrast was significant, r = .20, Z = 2.80, p < .001, indicating a beneficial effect of MAp 

goals compared to PAp goals. In experiments in which time pressure was imposed, the 

contrast was not significant, r = .01, Z = .15, p = .8780.  

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of this meta-analysis was to investigate the effects of experimentally 

manipulated achievement goals on performance attainment. In addition to testing main effect 

hypotheses, it was examined if feedback anticipation, time pressure, sample characteristics 

(age, sex, and nationality), and type of task moderate these effects. For this purpose a total of 

15 published and unpublished experimental studies up to March 2011 were systematically 

reviewed. The current meta-analysis contributes to advancements in the field of experimental 

research on achievement goals by being the first to explore the effects of all achievement 

goals on performance attainment. In contrast to Utman’s (1997) meta-analysis, we specifically 

separated approach and avoidance goals, included control conditions, and focused exclusively 

on achievement goal constructs (i.e., goals defined as standards for competence). 
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Main Findings 

Consistent with predictions, we found that experimentally manipulated approach 

goals, both mastery-approach goals (MAp, i.e., the focus on doing better than one has done 

before), and performance-approach goals (PAp, i.e., the focus on doing better than others), 

benefited performance attainment compared to experimentally manipulated avoidance goals, 

either performance-avoidance goals (PAv, i.e., the focus on not doing worse than others), or 

mastery-avoidance goals (MAv, i.e., the focus on not doing worse than one had done before). 

This pattern of results fits the correlational research data on achievement goals (e.g., 

Hulleman et al., 2010; see also Chapter 2, this dissertation), confirming not only that MAp 

goals and PAp goals are positively associated with subsequent performance, but also that they 

positively predict performance attainment on an array of experimental tasks. Conversely, PAv 

goals and MAv goals are negatively associated with performance, and they also negatively 

predict performance attainment on experimental tasks. The results in this chapter establish 

critical causal paths of different achievement goals, suggesting that even brief goal 

manipulations under laboratory conditions can easily “make or break” performance 

attainment on a subsequent achievement task.  

The question becomes why, relative to avoidance goals, approach goals led to overall 

better performance attainment. In may be because both types of approach achievement goals 

(MAp and PAp) focus the individuals on positive possibilities and on the likelihood of 

attaining success (Elliot, 1999; Pekrun et al., 2006, 2009). Thus, the pursuit of MAp or PAp 

goals may be perceived as “fundamentally appetitive” (Elliot, 1999, p. 177) and may 

stimulate a host of positive processes (e.g., focused attention, challenge seeking, effort, 

persistence), ultimately benefitting performance attainment. In contrast, avoidance 

achievement goals (PAv and MAv) focus the individuals on negative possibilities and, more 

importantly, on the possibility of failure (Elliot, 1999; Pekrun et al., 2006, 2009). Pursuing 

PAv or MAv goals may be perceived as “fundamentally aversive” (Elliot, 1999, p. 177), may 

stimulate a host of negative processes (e.g., worry, distraction, fear of failure), and may 

undermine performance attainment (Cury, Elliot, Da Fonseca, & Moller, 2006; Elliot & 

Harackiewicz, 1996). To paraphrase Elliot (2006), avoidance achievement goals may not only 

cause missed opportunities, but in a self-fulfilling fashion, may often cause the very negative 

outcomes their pursuit is meant to prevent (e.g., not doing worse than others, not doing worse 

than one has done before). 
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Achievement Goal Manipulations 

 An important issue to consider is that in the studies included in this meta-analysis, 

both MAp goal and PAp goal manipulations contained clear and explicit goal relevant 

language. More specifically, in the case of MAp goals, manipulations were framed as task-

referenced standards (e.g., solve the problems) or as self-referenced standards (e.g., improve 

your own previous performance). In the case of PAp goals, manipulations were framed as 

other-referenced standards (e.g., perform well relative to others). In this regard, it seems that 

in experimental achievement goal research more effort has been made to incorporate 

conceptually clean language (e.g., standards of competence) in the definition of goals (see 

Elliot & Fryer, 2008; Elliot et al., 2011; Van Yperen et al., 2009, for a discussion on 

achievement goal construct and operationalization issues). 

A standards-based conceptualization of PAp goals seems to predict performance 

attainment across correlational studies (see Chapter 2, this dissertation) and experimental 

studies alike (this chapter). PAp goals framed exclusively as other-referenced standards for 

competence focus the individuals on the possibility of interpersonal success, and may elicit 

challenge appraisal (Skinner & Brewer, 2002). Seeing the task as a challenge while pursuing 

PAp goals (especially in the presence of feedback anticipation, or time constraints) may elicit 

effort and persistence, which may positively impact the effectiveness of task engagement, and 

may benefit performance attainment (Elliot et al. 2011).   

Important to note is that for MAp goals framed as standards we found a discrepancy in 

results between experimental and correlational studies. More specifically, assigned MAp 

goals framed as standards were found to be beneficial for performance attainment (this 

chapter), but personally adopted MAp goals framed as standards revealed no links with 

performance attainment (see Chapter 2). Structural differences between laboratory and field 

settings may account for these discrepant results. In the laboratory, individuals typically work 

on novel tasks and actual learning effects are likely to occur (e.g., Elliot et al., 2006; Giannini, 

Weinberg, & Jackson, 1988; Ntoumanis et al., 2009). Accordingly, most individuals may 

have perceived it as very likely to improve on the task, which may have boosted their effort 

and persistence, translating into superior performance. In contrast, in field settings, 

individuals are often familiar with the task which, in addition, may be more complex than a 

laboratory task (e.g., improving at one’s studies vs. solving puzzles). Hence, in the former 

situation, a mastery goal standard may be more complex to define, and also more difficult to 

achieve. For example, a MAp goal such as improving at one’s studies may involve a complex 
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interaction between developing skills, competencies, and strategies which the individual has 

to manage effectively. Furthermore, students have long academic histories that make it, 

relative to a novel and straightforward laboratory task, more difficult to see short-term 

improvement. In such situations, mastery goals emphasizing task interest and task enjoyment 

rather than self-improvement may be more effective (see Chapter 3, this dissertation).  

 

Avoidance Goals and the Control Condition  

MAv goal pursuit (i.e., the goal of not doing worse than one’s past levels of 

performance) seemed to be most detrimental for performance attainment, even more 

detrimental than PAv goal pursuit (i.e., the goal of not doing worse than others). MAv goals, 

the most recent addition to the achievement goal framework, contain both a mastery 

component, traditionally associated with more adaptive performance outcomes, and an 

avoidance component associated with rather maladaptive performance outcomes (Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001). Yet, despite having an adaptive mastery component, MAv goals were 

found to be negatively related to performance attainment. The reason why MAv goals were 

comparatively the worst type of achievement goals for performance attainment may be the 

avoidance orientation on a clear and diagnostic standard (cf., Van Yperen et al., 2009). Both 

the dimensions of comparison (the task) and the standard of comparison (the self) are 

constants. Accordingly, not meeting the standard under identical conditions yields 

unambiguous negative feedback, making it difficult for the individuals to interpret a negative 

outcome in a self-enhancing manner, and to find appropriate excuses for their poor 

performance. Indeed, MAv goals in particular seem to be strongly and positively linked to 

fear of failure, cognitive and somatic anxiety, as well as marked physiological responses, such 

as an increased heart-rate (Sideridis, 2008). At this point however, findings about the effects 

of MAv goals in particular should be interpreted with caution as the sample size was rather 

small (k =3). Additional research may address the negative effects of MAv goal pursuit in 

experimental contexts, especially since MAv goals seem to be more prevalent in achievement 

situations than initially anticipated (De Lange et al., 2010; Van Yperen, 2006). 

This meta-analysis also included studies which compared the effects of specific 

achievement goals to a control condition (i.e., pursuing no specific achievement goal). 

Pursuing no specific achievement goals, or in other words simply just “do your best”, allows 

individuals to interpret a wide range of performance levels that may be aligned with reaching 

this rather vague goal (Latham & Locke, 2006b). Goal-setting research has shown that, 
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compared to setting vague “do your best” goals, setting specific goals can benefit 

performance attainment (Latham & Locke, 2007). In the current meta-analysis we found that, 

relative to no goals, specific MAp goals were more beneficial for performance attainment, but 

pursuing specific PAp goals was not any better than pursuing no goals. Specific MAp goals 

are likely to direct the individual’s full attention to the task and to facilitate planning and 

elaborating, thus providing more focus than vague “do your best” goals. On the other hand, 

specific PAp goals, with their emphasis on external targets (i.e., “others”) and on the 

consequences of one’s performance may have shifted one’s focus and attention, making the 

pursuit of these specific goals not any better than the pursuit of vague “do your best” goals. 

 

Feedback Anticipation and Time Pressure as Moderators 

Relative to avoidance goals, it seems that approach goals (both MAp and PAp) may be 

beneficial for performance attainment. Both types of approach achievement goals focus the 

individuals on positive possibilities and on the likelihood of attaining success (Pekrun et al., 

2006, 2009), facilitating task engagement and performance attainment (see Elliot, 1999). The 

fact that type of task did not emerge as a significant moderator for the MAp vs. PAp goal 

contrast, suggests that these types of approach achievement goals can be adaptive across a 

broad range of tasks (e.g., verbal, reasoning, or physical activity), and contexts (e.g., the 

sports field, the classroom).  

However, as expected, under certain conditions MAp goals and PAp goals were 

differently related to performance attainment. Specifically, in the absence of feedback 

anticipation, or in the absence of time pressure, MAp goals were more beneficial for 

performance attainment in comparison to PAp goals. Manipulated MAp goals, conceptualized 

in this meta-analysis as standards for competence (task-referenced or self-referenced), may 

have focused the individuals on the task at hand and away from possible interfering thoughts. 

Also, with sufficient time at one’s disposal, MAp goals may have deepened task engagement, 

planning, elaboration, as well as one’s feelings of autonomy and self-determination (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Nolen, 1988; Pintrich & 

Garcia, 1991), which likely facilitated subsequent performance attainment. Conversely, the 

pursuit of PAp goals, which foster a more external focus on the evaluative environment, may 

have been more confusing without clear feedback expectations and in the absence of a time 

limit. These conditions may have had PAp goal individuals distracted from the task by 

allowing procrastination (Steel, 2007), self-handicapping (Elliot et al., 2006; Ntoumanis et al., 
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2009), or thoughts of rumination (Davis & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000) to constrain performance 

attainment (Grant & Dweck, 2003).  

 

Limitations 

This meta-analysis is not without its limitations. Firstly, MAp goal manipulations 

included in this meta-analysis did not differentiate between task-referenced standards and 

self-referenced standards for competence. However, in line with recent advances in 

correlational achievement goal research (see Elliot et al., 2011), a clear separation of the 

various standards of competence may be adopted by experimental achievement goal 

researchers as well. A clear separation of mastery goals into task-referenced standards and 

self-referenced standards respectively, and a portrayal of performance goals exclusively as 

other-referenced standards might help to further refine achievement goal effects on 

performance attainment. Making this explicit distinction may help clarify if the various 

standards differ with regard to the process of goal regulation. For example, a task-referenced 

standard is presumed to be simpler than a self-referenced standard, as the former necessitates 

the ability of only representing the task, while the latter necessitates additional cognitive 

capacity and the use of abstract information not inherent in the task itself (Elliot et al., 2011). 

More specifically, self-referenced standards require one’s ability to progressively evaluate 

outcomes (some of which are not immediately present), and to use abstract information to 

separate the self-based striving from ongoing task engagement. 

Second, the low number of studies prevented us from testing specific achievement 

goal contrasts including the possible effects of moderators. We hope that research on 

manipulated achievement goals will proliferate in the future, thus allowing (1) an even more 

refined understanding of how manipulated achievement goals directly affect behavior, (2) 

testing the proposed moderators across all goal contrasts, and (3) exploring systematically 

other possible moderators of the effects of achievement goals on performance (e.g., 

performance contingencies, Elliot et al., 2005). 

 

Implications and Future Directions 

An important finding in this chapter is that, relative to PAv goals, MAv goals, or no 

goals, both MAp goals and PAp goals have a beneficial effect on performance attainment. But 

does this mean we should recommend experts and practitioners (teachers, coaches, trainers, 

etc.) to encourage the pursuit of both approach-type achievement goals (MAp and PAp) 



Chapter 4 | page 100 

among their patrons (e.g., students, athletes, employees)? Drawing any firm conclusions at 

this point, in particular about PAp goals, would be premature. The present meta-analysis 

focused on performance attainment, one of the most important outcomes in achievement 

settings (Elliot et al., 2006). While PAp goals are overall positively linked to superior 

achievement and performance, these goals are also linked to several undesirable outcomes, 

such as avoiding challenge (Bandura & Dweck, 1985), having guarded opinions, wary and 

opportunistic approaches to exchanging information with peers (Poortvliet, Janssen, Van 

Yperen, & Van de Vliert, 2007), and actual cheating behavior (Van Yperen, Hamstra, & Van 

der Klauw, 2011). In comparison, MAp goals had more robust positive effects on 

performance attainment, compared to avoidance goals, to no goals, but also – under certain 

conditions – to PAp goals. Accordingly, experts and practitioners may consider exclusively 

promoting MAp goals in achievement goal based interventions (Elliot, 2005; Ntoumanis et 

al., 2009). Another reason to do so is the ubiquity of PAp goals in competence-relevant 

situations (i.e., work, sports, and education). Given this inevitable presence of PAp goals 

(e.g., having to do better than one’s co-workers to get that raise, having to beat one’s 

opponents to win the tournament, or having to score better than others on assignment tests to 

get into a good college), an emphasis of MAp goals may not only shift the focus to the task 

(and benefit performance attainment), but may in addition promote pro-social behavior, such 

as tolerance for opposing views (Darnon, Muller, Schrager, Pannuzzo, & Butera, 2006), and 

sharing one’s resources and opinions with others (Levy, Kaplan, & Patrick, 2004; Pootvliet et 

al., 2007). 

Across our meta-analyses, one consistent finding was that MAp goals positively 

correlated with performance (Chapter 2), and with intrinsic motivation (Chapter 3), across 

different achievement domains and different achievement goal operationalizations. 

Furthermore, MAp goals benefited performance attainment across a variety of experimental 

tasks (verbal, reasoning, physical activity tasks, see this chapter). Future research might focus 

on how to prevent individuals that already maximized the potential of MAp goals to switch to 

contiguous, but far less beneficial MAv goals. Concrete examples include individuals at latter 

stages in their career (employees or athletes close to their retirement) that may switch to a  

less desirable focus on not losing skills and abilities, or on not performing worse than before, 

due to physical and mental weakening resulting from ageing. As demonstrated by De Lange et 

al. (2010), MAv goal adoption is highly prevalent among older individuals and can have 

important detrimental effects, such as diminished work engagement and less reported social 
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meaning of work. One suggestion for preventing a switch from MAp goals to MAv goals may 

be to focus individuals on task-related sub-dimensions on which development is still feasible, 

or on developing skills and competencies in other related domains. For example, older experts 

may shift their attention to mentoring and to coaching younger individuals on work-related 

tasks (e.g., older employees that help with training newcomers, retired athletes that become 

coaches; also see Erikson, 1963; Neugarten, 1977 for a discussion on generativity). This way, 

individuals may still successfully reap the benefits of pursuing MAp goals far into their 

careers, especially when training self-efficacy and social support are high (Chiaburu, Van 

Dam, & Hutchins, 2010). In the long-run, a focus on personal development should be 

beneficial for expanding one’s expertise as well as for maximizing one’s career potential. 
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Tables and Figures Chapter 4 
 
Table 4.1. List of Studies Included in the Meta-Analysis and the Corresponding Achievement Goal Manipulations 

Study Name Ntotal Nationality Type of 
Task 

   
FB 
Anticipation 

Time 
Pressure 

Achievement Goal Manipulation 

Allscheid & Cellar 
(1996) 

32 US Anagram 
task2 

No Yes PAp: You will compete against other students in the anagram task. 

No goal: You will not compete with others. 
 

Barker, McInerny, 
& Dowson (2002) 

200 Australia Word game 
task1 

No Yes MAp: If you concentrate on this task, try to see it as a challenge and enjoy 
mastering it, you will probably get better as you go along. 
PAp: People are either good at this type of activity compared to other kids of 
their age or they are not. Your performance on this activity will tell me 
something about how good you are at this type of task. 
PAv: Answer the following questions to this test with the correct answers so 
your class don't think you are silly or stupid. 
No goal: Please complete this task. 
 

Bereby-Meyer & 
Kaplan (2005) 

60 Israel Card game2 No No MAp: You will play a game that will teach you things, will improve your 
ability and skills, and that these skills are important in school. In this game 
the idea is to learn from mistakes in order to improve your ability. 
PAp: The aim of the game is to compare the ability of different children in 
playing the game. Most children who played this game failed to reach the 
solution, but a few children were very good and that they had an opportunity 
to show that they were good in playing the game. 
No Goal: You will be playing a card game. 
 

Bergin (1995) 51 US Studying a 
text for a 
later quiz1 

No No MAp: The purpose of this study is to investigate how college students learn 
from text. (…) We would like you to study this passage as though you were 
really trying to learn the material so you could use it. 
PAp: The purpose of this study is to investigate how college students learn 
from text. (…) We would like you to study this passage as though you were 
trying to beat all other students in this class. 
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Blaga & Van 
Yperen (2011) 

142 Dutch Grid-task2 Yes Yes MAp: For the upcoming task we recommend you adopt a mastery-approach 
goal and perform better than on Version 1 of the task. 

PAp: For the upcomig task we recommend you adopt a performance-
approach goal and perform better than others. 

No goal: For the upcoming task we recommend you do your best. 

 
 
 
Bouffard, 
Bouchard, Goulet, 
Denoncourt, & 
Couture (2005) 

 
 
128 

 
 
Canada 

 
 
Word game1 

 
 
No 

 
 
Yes 

 
MAp: Working carefully on problems will allow you to discover new ways 
and strategies as to how solve them. You may encounter difficulties during 
the solving process, but this is usual and normal. The very important thing is 
to do your best since this will lead you to improve your vocabulary and 
comprehension skills which could be useful for your learning in class. 
PAp: Since the performance on this task is linked to verbal IQ, working 
carefully on problems will allow you to have information about your verbal 
competence. You may encounter difficulties during the solving process, but 
this is usual and normal. The very important thing is to do your best since 
this will lead you to get information about your verbal IQ. 
 

Darnon, Butera, & 
Harackiewicz 
(2007) 

39 France Studying a 
text for a 
later quiz1 

No No MAp: It is very important for you to accurately understand the aims of this 
experiment. You are here to acquire new knowledge that could be useful to 
you, to understand correctly the experiments and the ideas developed in the 
text, and to discover new concepts. In other words, you are here to learn. 
PAp: It is very important for you to accurately understand the aims of this 
experiment. You are here to perform, to be good, to get a good grade on the 
Multiple Choice Test, to prove your abilities, and to show your 
competencies. Experimenters will evaluate your performance. This 
evaluation has to be as good as possible. 
No goal: No instructions. 
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Elliot, Cury, Fryer, 
& Huguet (2006) 

101 France Basketball 
dribbling3 

Yes No MAp: The focus of today's session is on dribbling. […] The first aim of this 
session is to see if you can quickly improve your dribbling. The second aim 
is to see if this course can be used in school to examine progress in dribbling 
ability. 
PAp: The focus of today's session is on dribbling. The intention is to 
compare French students to one another (within gender) according to their 
dribbling activity, which is estimated by their time taken to complete the 
course. The course has been set up and used all over France to identify 
students at each school who do the best dribbling. 
PAv: The focus of today's session is on dribbling. The intention is to 
compare French students to one another (within gender) according to their 
dribbling activity, which is estimated by their time taken to complete the 
course. The course has been set up and used all over France to identify 
students' most important errors in dribbling. 
 

 
 
Elliot, Shell, Henry, 
& Maier (2005) 

 
 
101 (Study 
1A) 
36 (Study 
1B) 
31 (Study 2) 

 
 
Germany 
(Study 1A) 
Germany 
(Study 1B) 
US (Study 2) 

 
 
Math (Study 
1A)2 
Verbal 
(Study 1B) 
Scrabble 
(Study 2)1 

 
 
Yes 

 
 
Yes 

 
 
MAp: The purpose of this study is to collect data on high school students’ 
reactions to problems. The session will provide the opportunity to get to 
know the problems and learn how to solve them. In the end of the session 
you will be informed if you solved the problems well. 
PAp: The purpose of this study is to compare high school students with one 
another in their ability to solve problems. This session will provide the 
opportunity to prove you are an exceptional problem solver. In the end of 
the session you will be informed if you did well compared to others. 
PAv: The purpose of this study is to compare high school students with one 
another in their ability to solve problems. This sessions will provide the 
opportunity to prove you are an not a poor problem solver. In the end of the 
session you will be informed if you did poorly compared to others. 
 

Giannini, Weinberg, 
& Jackson (1988) 

60 US Basketball3 Yes Yes MAp: Strive to improve over your previous best score. 
PAp: Compete against another student in the upcoming task, the goal is to 
beat the other student. 
No goal: No instruction. 
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Jagacinski, Madden, 
& Reider (2001) 

256 US Brain 
storming 

Task2 

No Yes MAp: We are interested in how well you develop your creative skills 

PAp: We are interested in how well you can perform relative to other 
students 

 
Ntoumanis, 
Thøgersen-
Ntoumani, & Smith 
(2009) 

136 UK Darts 
throwing3 

Yes No MAp: The aim of this session is to see if you can improve your own dart 
throwing performance.  
PAp: The intention is to compare students to one another (separately for 
each gender) according to their dart throwing ability. If your performance is 
better than the majority of students, you will demonstrate that you have a 
high level of dart throwing ability.  
PAv: The intention is to compare students to one another (separately for 
each gender) according to their dart throwing ability. If your performance is 
worse than the majority of students, you will demonstrate that you have a 
low level of dart throwing ability.  
MAv: The aim of this session is to see if you can avoid making mistakes that 
can hinder your own dart-throwing performance. 
 

 
Schunk (1998) 

 
55 

 
US 

Math 
problems2 

 
No 

 
No 

 
Map: Learn how to solve fraction problems. 
No goal: You will work on some fraction problems. 
 

 
 
 
Senko & 
Harackiewicz 
(2005) – Study 1 

 
 
 
50 

 
 
 
US 

 
 
 
Puzzles2 

   
 
 
MAp: The next two puzzles are an opportunity for you to further develop 
your Boggle skill. Therefore, we recommend that you adopt a “mastery 
goal” for the next pair of puzzles. Achieving this mastery goal involves 
learning and using the word-finding strategies on the next pair of puzzles. 
PAp: The next two puzzles are an opportunity for you to see how well you 
can perform at Boggle compared to other students. Therefore, we 
recommend that you adopt a “performance goal” for the next pair of puzzles. 
Achieving this performance goal involves finding more words than other 
participants on the next pair of puzzles. 
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Van Yperen, Elliot, 
& Anseel (2009) 

 
 
 
115 (Study 
1) 

 
 
 
Dutch 
(Study 1) 
Dutch 
(Study 2) 

 
 
 
Verbal 
skills task 
(Study 1)1 
In-basket 
exercise2 
(Study 2) 

 
 
 
Yes 

 
 
 
Yes 

 
 
 
MAp: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when completing 
version 2: to do better than your total score in version 1. (Study 1) 
MAp: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when working on 
version 2: to do better than on version 1. (Study 2) 
PAp: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when completing 
version 2: to do better than the average total score in your norm group. 
(Study 1) 
PAp: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when working on 
version 2: to do better than most other participants in version 2. (Study 2) 
PAv: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when completing 
version 2: not to do worse than the average total score in your norm group. 
(Study 1) 
PAv: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when working on 
version 2: not to do worse than most other participants in version 2.  
(Study 2) 
MAv: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when completing 
version 2: not to do worse than your total score in version 1. (Study 1) 
MAv: We recommend that you adopt a specific goal when working on 
version 2: not to do worse than on version 1 (Study 2) 
 

Note: Type of Task: 1Verbal Task. 2Reasoning Task. 3Physical Activity Task.
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Table 4.2. Overall Results for Goal Comparisons 

Tested contrast rw 95% CI k Z Qw 

MAp vs. PAp .06 -.01, .15 18 1.62 34.42* 

MAp vs. PAv .19 .05, .33 8 2.72** 16.99* 

MAp vs. MAv .21 -.01, .43 3 1.90+ 5.70 

MAp vs. no goal .20 .05, .36 10 2.69** 28.44* 

PAp vs. PAv .17 .03, .32 8 2.38* 18.40* 

PAp vs. MAv .15 .02, .29 3 2.32* 2.33 

PAp vs. no goal .04 -.10, .19 10 .63 26.98* 

PAv vs. MAv .17 .01, .33 3 2.18* 3.07 

PAv vs. no goal -.01 -.11, .10 3 -.15 .93 
Note. rw  = correlation coefficients, CI = confidence intervals, k = number of contrasts, Z = z-score, Qw = within-class goodness-of-fit statistics. 
  *p < .05. ** p < .01. + p < .06. 
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Table 4.3. Moderator analyses: MAp vs. PAp goals 
 Between class effects      

Moderator Qb df rw 95% CI k Z Homogeneity 

within class  (Qw) 

 

Feedback Anticipation 

 

4.37* 

 

1 

     

1. Yes 

2. No 

  -.01 

.16 

-.11, .09 

.04, .27 

10 

8 

-.17 

2.67** 

6.03 

12.29 

 

Time pressure 

 

5.02* 

 

1 

     

1. Yes 

2. No 

  .01 

.20 

-.08, .10 

.06, .34 

11 

7 

.15 

2.80** 

7.47 

10.51 

Note. rw = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence intervals, Z = z-score, k = number of effect sizes.  
* p < .05. ** p < .001. 
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Figure 4.1. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the MAp vs. PAp contrast (k = 18). 
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Figure 4.2. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the MAp vs. PAv contrast (k = 8). 
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Figure 4.3. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the MAp vs. MAv contrast (k = 3). 
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Figure 4.4. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the MAp vs. no goal contrast (k = 10). 
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Figure 4.5. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the PAp vs. no PAv contrast (k = 8). 
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Figure 4.6. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the PAp vs. MAv contrast (k = 3). 
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Figure 4.7. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the PAp vs. no goal contrast (k = 10). 
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Figure 4.8. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the PAv vs. MAv contrast (k = 3). 
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Figure 4.9. Scatter plots showing effect size distributions in experiments testing the PAv vs. no goal contrast (k = 3). 
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Chapter 5 

The Effects of Easy vs. Difficult Achievement Goals  

on Performance and Interest:  

The Role of Performance Expectancy+ 

 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to examine effects of easy vs. difficult achievement goals 

(mastery vs. performance) on performance attainment, as a function of individuals’ 

performance expectancy. The pattern of results suggests that, overall, individuals performed 

better with a specific achievement goal than with a “do your best” goal. More interestingly, 

individuals with high performance expectancy performed particularly well when difficult 

mastery goals were assigned to them. Furthermore, performance goals were perceived as 

more interesting than “do your best” goals. 

 

 

 

Keywords: achievement goals, goal orientation, mastery, performance, motivation, goal-

setting, performance expectancy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+This chapter is based on Blaga, M., & Van Yperen, N.W. (2012). The effects of easy vs. difficult achievement 
goals on performance and interest: The role of performance expectancy. Manuscript in preparation.  
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Imagine two students, Jack and Tim, both university sophomores majoring in 

Behavioral Economics. The final exam in Advanced Macroeconomics is approaching, and 

they both remember the identical grades (B-) they received on last year’s Introduction to 

Macroeconomics course. This year Jack’s goal is to completely master the content of the 

course, so he aims for the highest grade possible, an A+. Tim, on the other hand, would be 

satisfied with a slight improvement of his grade from last year, and to be finished as quickly 

as possible. Both of them are quite confident that they can achieve their target grades. Which 

of the two would actually perform best? And which of them will show the most interest in the 

course? In this paper we address these questions by investigating the effects of easy vs. 

difficult achievement goals on performance attainment, and interest, as a function of the 

individual’s performance expectancy. 

 

The Achievement Goal Approach 

 The achievement goal approach has been established as an important area of research 

dedicated to explaining the reasons behind the drive to achieve competence. Over the years, 

the notion of “goals” in “achievement goals” has been defined in numerous (and sometimes 

confusing) ways, ranging from aim, a combination of aim and reason, to a broad, overarching 

orientation (for a discussion on this issue, see Elliot, 2005; Elliot & Fryer, 2008). In the 

present study, we define goals as aims or standards, which is in line with another influential 

theory on the motivation for task pursuit, namely goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990, 

2002). 

 The most complete taxonomy of achievement goals was devised by Elliot and his 

colleagues (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & McGregor, 2001), and it consists of four types of goals 

combined in a 2 x 2 framework. This framework splits achievement goals on definition into 

mastery goals and performance goals. A core distinction between mastery goals and 

performance goals is that mastery goals are grounded in an intrapersonal standard, whereas 

performance goals are grounded in an interpersonal standard (cf., Van Yperen, Elliot, & 

Anseel, 2009). In addition, in the 2 x 2 framework, goals are distinguished on valence into 

approach goals (focused on attaining success), and avoidance goals (focused on avoiding 

failure). Hence, a mastery-approach goal entails striving to do better than one has done 

before; a performance-approach goals entails striving to do better than others; a performance-
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avoidance goal entails striving to avoid doing worse than others; and, finally a mastery-

avoidance goal entails striving to avoid doing worse than one has done before (cf., Van 

Yperen, 2003a). 

Each goal in the 2 x 2 framework has been empirically linked with distinct positive 

and negative outcomes (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Van Yperen, 2006). In this paper we focus 

on two positive outcomes that are of key importance in achievement motivation research: 

performance attainment and task interest (Elliot, Cury, Fryer, & Huguet, 2006; Harackiewicz, 

Barron, Tauer, & Elliot, 2002). The individual’s level of performance reveals straightforward 

information about his or her capabilities to adapt to the demands of the achievement situation. 

Task interest is an important outcome variable because it is associated with focused attention, 

cognitive functioning, and persistence (e.g., Hidi, 2000). Performance attainment and task 

interest have been often positively associated with the pursuit of performance-approach goals, 

and mastery-approach goals, respectively (Harackiewicz et al., 2002b; Hulleman, Durik, 

Schweigert, & Harackiewicz, 2008). Since in this paper we focus on performance attainment 

and task interest, we only include approach achievement goals. Therefore, for the remainder 

of this paper, we refer to mastery-approach goals and performance-approach goals as mastery 

goals and performance goals, respectively. 

 

Achievement Goals and Goal-Setting 

 Like the achievement goal approach, goal-setting theory focuses on the motivation for 

task pursuit. Goal-setting theorists (e.g., Latham & Pinder, 2005; Locke & Latham, 1990) 

typically define goals from the perspective of the final outcome the person wishes to achieve. 

This outcome is usually referred to as a target goal, and signals clear benchmarks that need to 

be reached (e.g., getting an A+ on the final exam). Remarkably, research on achievement 

goals rarely takes into account target goals, although achievement goals may also have 

meaningful targets – with different levels of difficulty – attached to them (cf., Seijts, Latham, 

Tasa, & Latham, 2004). For example, Jack, the student introduced at the beginning of this 

paper, aimed to improve his grade (B-) by completely mastering the content of the Advanced 

Macroeconomics course (represented by an A+). That is, he holds a mastery goal with a 

specific challenging target attached. Another student may strive to outperform 95% of his 

peers on this semester’s exam (represented by an A+ as well). This particular student then 

endorses a performance goal with a specific, challenging target attached. Yet, to date, only a 

few achievement goal studies incorporated different levels of goal difficulty into the 
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achievement goal framework. Recently, Blaga and Van Yperen (2008) found evidence that 

subjectively easy performance goals maintained the positive link between interest and 

performance, while difficult performance goals did not. Seijts and his colleagues (2004) used 

a business simulation task and found that a specific and difficult mastery goal (referred to as a 

learning goal by these authors) led to better performance than a specific and difficult 

performance goal, or a vague “do your best” goal.  Relatedly, Senko and Harackiewicz 

(2005a) assumed mastery goals to be easier to attain than performance goals, because of the 

relative flexibility of attaining a “vague” mastery goal. 

 From goal-setting theory it is known that specific goals, either assigned or adopted, 

boost performance attainment to a larger extent than vague “do your best” goals (for reviews, 

see Latham & Locke, 2007; Locke, 1996; Locke & Latham, 1990). This is because having 

specific goals narrows attention to the goal relevant actions, influences persistence, boosts 

effort, and ultimately, results in superior performance. In line with the general tenant of goal-

setting research, we propose that specific assigned goals – either mastery or performance – 

would be better for performance attainment than vague “do your best” goals (Hypothesis 1).   

 Thus, performance attainment should be enhanced in the presence of specific goals, as 

compared to no goals. Furthermore, specific goals were also found to provide individuals with 

a sense of purpose, to increase task focus, as well as the pleasure associated with doing 

something for a purpose (Latham & Locke, 2006a). Research on self-regulation (e.g., 

Sansone, Weir, Harpster, & Morgan, 1992) suggests that during task pursuit, individuals are 

likely to search for opportunities to make the task more interesting. These opportunities may 

include adding diversity to the task (Liu & Gollwitzer, 1990), attending to contextual features, 

or engaging in strategies that are more challenging (Bandura & Schunk, 1981). Goals can 

make a task more diverse, make the context salient, motivate (Hart & Albarracin, 2009), and 

facilitate strategic task pursuit (Diseth & Kobbeltvedt, 2010).  We therefore posit that specific 

assigned goals, and mastery goals in particular (e.g., Harachiewicz et al., 2002b), would be 

appraised as more interesting than vague “do your best” goals (Hypothesis 2). 

 

The Moderating Role of Performance Expectancy 

 In line with previous studies (e.g., Tanaka, Takehara, & Yamauchi, 2006), we define 

performance expectancy as the individual’s subjective probability of success on a task. Dweck 

(1986) and Nicholls (1984) proposed that both mastery goals and performance goals would 

benefit performance for individuals with high performance expectancy (also referred to as 
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perceived ability, perceived competence, or self-efficacy; for a discussion on this issue, see 

Linnenbrink-Garcia, Tyson, & Pattal, 2008). This is because individuals with high 

performance expectancy are confident about their ability to do well and are oriented towards 

success (Elliot, 1999). Hence, they tend to invest more effort in, and persist longer on a task. 

In contrast, individuals with low performance expectancy are less confident in their ability to 

succeed on a task. Lack of confidence may trigger an array of unwanted consequences, such 

as test anxiety, aversive thoughts, negative affect, and ultimately poor performance (Elliot & 

McGregor, 1999; Putwain & Daniels, 2010; Steinmayr & Spinath, 2009). Accordingly, we 

anticipated that performance expectancy moderates the joint effects of achievement goals and 

goal difficulty on performance attainment.  

In particular, goal-setting studies have quite consistently demonstrated that specific 

goals benefit performance more than “do your best” goals, but also that specific and difficult 

goals benefit performance more than easy goals (Locke & Latham, 1990). This is because 

difficult goals lead to more effort, longer task persistence, and focus than easy goals. 

However, only individuals with high performance expectancy may benefit from difficult 

goals, as they feel they can meet the challenge. In contrast, individuals with low performance 

expectancy might view a difficult goal as a threat, as they consider their probability of success 

as being too low (Nicholls, 1984). Similarly, individuals with low perceived competence may 

overall perceive performance goals - relative to mastery goals - as more threatening. This is 

because the goal of outperforming others may be appraised as relatively more difficult than 

the goal of improving oneself (Senko & Harackiewicz, 2005a). Given their interpersonal 

standard of comparison, performance goals can be reached only by a limited number of 

individuals. In contrast, some degree of intrapersonal mastery is in general attainable by 

anyone.  

However, for individuals with high perceived competence, difficult mastery goals may 

enhance performance attainment more than difficult performance goals. The reason is that 

mastery goals, which are positively associated with self-regulation strategies (VandeWalle, 

Brown, Cron & Slocum, 1999), focus individuals on learning and improvement, take away 

performance pressure, and the possibility of looking incompetent to others. Experimental 

research suggests that of the studies that found an effect of goals on performance attainment 

the majority ascertained mastery goals to be more beneficial compared to either performance 

goals or to no goals (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008). Finally, several studies found that self-

efficacy was more likely to moderate the link between mastery goals (and not performance 
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goals) and task performance (Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Miller, Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran, 

& Nichols, 1996). Based on all the above, these positive effects on performance attainment 

may be particularly true for individuals with high performance expectancy endorsing difficult 

mastery goals. Accordingly, we hypothesized that particularly individuals with high 

performance expectancy benefit from the pursuit on difficult mastery goals (Hypothesis 3). 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

Students (163 women, 37 men, Mage = 20.3, SD = 4.1) enrolled at a university in The 

Netherlands were recruited via the university website and participated in this study for extra 

course credit. 

 

Materials and Procedure 

 The experimental task used in this study was the “grid task”, introduced to our 

participants as a task intended to measure their concentration skills. The “grid task” was 

designed as follows: a single “grid” was a square with sides of 10 × 10, consisting of 100 

equal boxes, each containing a different symbol. For each individual grid the purpose was to 

find and click the “target” symbols that matched the one indicated on top of the page. For 

example, when the target symbol was “d”, the purpose was to find and click all boxes 

containing a “d” within that single specific grid. Participants were instructed to click the 

“Next” button when they thought they had found all boxes with a “d” in them. Upon having 

clicked “Next”, participants were presented with a new grid and a new target symbol. On the 

basis of a pilot study, target scores were set for the easy goal (122, achieved by 75% of the 

participants) and the difficult goal (162, achieved by 33% of the participants).  

Upon their arrival, participants were greeted by the experimenter, were informed about 

the concentration skills task, signed the consent form and were seated in front of a computer 

that guided them through the rest of the experiment. Prior to starting the actual experiment, 

participants were randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (achievement goal: performance vs. 

mastery) x 2 (goal difficulty: easy vs. difficult) factorial design, or to one of the three control 

conditions. As part of the instructions, participants were informed that they would work on 

two versions of the “grid task”, hereafter called Version 1 and Version 2. All grids in Version 

1 and Version 2 were matched for difficulty and similarity, and no single grid contained the 
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same number of target symbols. First, participants were given the opportunity to get 

familiarized with the task using a short practice grid. Following this, Version 1 was 

introduced as lasting 7 minutes. Participants were asked to find as many target symbols as 

possible during the allocated time, and were told that a clock on the screen would show the 

remaining time. Immediately after completing Version 1, participants responded to questions 

about performance expectancy and initial task interest. Next, they were told that Version 2, 

also lasting 7 minutes, would begin. Right before Version 2 actually began, participants 

received the experimental manipulations, which involved the achievement goal manipulation 

and the provision of false performance feedback regarding Version 1.  

 

Experimental manipulations. In the performance feedback goal conditions, the 

participants were informed that on Version 1 other participants found 121 targets. Then they 

were recommended to adopt a specific performance goal and either (1) to do somewhat better 

than others on Version 2, which would be accomplished by finding at least 122 targets (Easy 

performance goal); (2) to do much better than other on Version 2, which would be 

accomplished by finding at least 162 targets (Difficult performance goal); or (3) to do their 

best on Version 2 (Control condition following performance feedback).  

In the mastery feedback conditions, the participants were informed that on Version 1 

they found 121 targets. They were then recommended to adopt a specific mastery goal and 

either (1) to do somewhat better than on Version 1, which would be accomplished by finding 

at least 122 targets (Easy mastery goal); (2) to do much better than on Version 1, which would 

be accomplished by finding at least 162 targets (Difficult mastery goal); or (3) to do their best 

on Version 2 (Control condition following mastery feedback). 

The purpose of the two control conditions was to check for possible feedback effects. 

More specifically, we wanted to check for and exclude the possibility that the provision of 

feedback alone could make participants show more interest and engagement in task pursuit, 

and attain comparable performance levels to participants in the specific goal conditions. 

Finally, to anchor all possible effects, we added a third control condition (Hanging control 

condition), in which participants did not receive any feedback on Version 1 at all and were 

simply instructed  to do their best on Version 2.  

After the goal manipulations, we measured participants’ level of goal commitment and 

the perceived difficulty of the recommended goals (performance goal vs. mastery goal vs. “do 

your best”). 
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All participants were told that in Version 2, besides the clock, they would also see a 

counter on the screen. The counter, tallying correctly identified target symbols, provided real-

time progress feedback. This is a critical element for bringing about the desired goal-setting 

effects (Locke, 1996). After Version 2, the participants responded to questions about 

subsequent task interest, completed manipulation check questions, were debriefed and 

dismissed. 

 

Measures 

 Manipulation checks. The index of perceived goal difficulty was obtained by 

averaging three items asking questions about goal attainability, goal realism, and goal 

difficulty (Van Yperen, 2003a). Response categories ranged from 1 = not at all to 5 = very 

much. Cronbach’s alpha was .73. 

At the end of the experiment, we asked participants to indicate which specific 

numerical targets they had to reach, and which specific goal they were recommended to 

pursue during Version 2. The two manipulation check questions were presented in random 

order. 

Goal commitment. The five-item goal commitment measure validated by Hollenbeck, 

Williams, and Klein (1989) was used. A sample item reads “I think the assigned goal was a 

good goal to strive for.” Items were presented in a random order, with response categories 

ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The items were averaged to create 

an index of goal commitment. Cronbach’s alpha was .69. 

Performance expectancy. The scale adapted from Van Yperen (2007) consisted of 

three items, with a sample item reading, “I think I can attain a high score on a similar task”. 

The three items were presented in a random order. Response categories ranged from 1 = 

strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The items in the scale were averaged to create an 

index of performance expectancy. Cronbach’s alpha was .76. 

Task interest. This measure was adapted from Van Yperen (2003a) and consisted of 

four items. A sample item was reading “I found Version 1 of the grid task interesting.” Items 

were presented in random order, with response categories ranging from 1 = not at all to 5 = 

very much. Subsequent task interest was assessed by replacing “Version 1” with “Version 2”. 

The items were averaged to create an index of initial task interest (Cronbach’s alpha was .87) 

and subsequent task interest (Cronbach’s alpha was .87). 
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 Performance attainment. This was assessed by recording the number of correctly 

identified target symbols within the 7-minute time period on both versions of the grid task. 

Hence, two measures of performance attainment were obtained: initial performance 

(performance on Version 1) and subsequent performance (performance on Version 2). 

 

Results 

 

Manipulation checks 

Perceived goal difficulty. The analysis of variance including all four experimental 

conditions and all three “do your best” control conditions on perceived goal difficulty was 

significant, F(6, 193) = 5.99, p < .001, ηp² = .15. Additional post-hoc tests revealed that, 

overall, the difficult goals (Moverall = 2.91, SD = .53) were perceived as more difficult than the 

easy goals (Moverall = 2.60, SD = .53), p < .001, and that all three “do your best” goals (Moverall 

= 2.42, SD = .53) were perceived to be easier than the easy goals, p < .05, or the difficult 

goals, p < .001.  

Numerical target manipulation check. In total, 94.8% of the participants that were 

recommended the pursuit of a numerical target goal (N = 116) identified their respective goal 

correctly (‘122’ vs. ‘162’), χ2(2, N = 116) = 105.1, p < .001.  

Goal manipulation check. We asked participants what goal they were recommended 

to pursue during Version 2 (‘to do better than on Version 1’ vs. ‘to do better than others 

during Version 2 vs. ‘to do your best’). In total, 81.5% of the participants correctly identified 

their recommended goal, χ2 (4, N = 200) = 213.8, p < .001.  

Goal commitment. An analysis of variance including all four experimental conditions 

and all three control conditions on goal commitment revealed no significant effects. We 

concluded that participants were equally committed to pursuing their recommended goals 

(Moverall = 3.35, SD = .72). Thus, any potential effects of goal found on the outcome variables 

may not be ascribed to differences in goal commitment. 

Based on the above, we concluded that our goal manipulation was successful.  

 

Descriptive Statistics 

We first checked target goal attainment frequencies on Version 1. These results were 

in line with the results of the pilot and fitted our proposed benchmarks accordingly. More 

concretely, in Version 1, participants searched for target symbols during the 7-minute time 
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period with the only instruction to find as many target symbols as possible (see also the pilot 

study). As expected, most participants (78.5%) reached the target of at least 122 symbols, and 

35% reached at least 162 symbols. 

On Version 2, in the easy target goal conditions, almost all participants (94.8%) 

reached their recommended goal of 122 targets, and in the difficult target goal conditions, 

46.6% of the participants reached their recommended goal of 162 targets. By and large, the 

target attainment rates across the three control conditions matched the target attainment rates 

for the pilot and for Version 1. That is, 77.3% reached the target of at least 122 symbols, and 

27.3% reached the target of at least 162 symbols. 

 

 Preliminary Data Analyses 

 As reported above, between the three control conditions, we did not find differences in 

perceived goal difficulty and goal commitment. Similarly, analyses of variance revealed no 

significant differences between the three control conditions on performance attainment 

(Moverall = 144.05, SD = 25.95, F(2, 81) = 1.45. ns), or interest (Moverall = 3.35, SD = 1.03, 

F(2,81) = .07, ns). Accordingly, for the sake of convenient presentation of the results, we 

merged the three control conditions into one general control condition (N = 84). 

 

Hypotheses Testing 

 As a next step, we ran two separate analyses of variance with the five conditions (four 

experimental, one general control) as factors, and performance attainment and interest, 

respectively, as the dependent variables, while controlling for initial levels of the dependent 

variables. The analysis on performance revealed a strong significant effect of condition, F(4, 

194) = 8.61, p < .001, ηp² = .06. Simple contrasts revealed that participants in the 

experimental conditions (M = 163.32, SD = 32.17) outperformed participants in the control 

condition (M = 144.05, SD = 25.95), ps < .001. No other contrasts were significant, ps > .1, 

thus supporting Hypothesis 1 that assigned achievement goals – either mastery or 

performance – are better for performance attainment than vague “do your best” goals. 

Hypothesis 2 was that specific assigned goals - and mastery goals in particular -would 

be appraised as more interesting than vague “do your best” goals. The analysis on task interest 

revealed a significant effect of condition, F(4, 195) = 2.35, p = .05, ηp² = .02. Contrary to 

expectations, simple contrasts revealed that, compared to participants in the control (M = 

3.55, SD = 0.85), participants pursuing an easy performance goal reported more subsequent 
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task interest (Measy = 3.99, SD = .84, p = .013), and so did participants pursuing a difficult 

performance goal (Mdifficult = 3.89, SD = .69, p = .022). No other contrasts were significant (ps 

> .1). Since performance goals were appraised as significantly more interesting than “do your 

best” goals, Hypothesis 2 was partially supported20, that is, only specific performance” goals 

(and not mastery goals) were appraised as more interesting than vague “do your best” goals. 

Finally, we conducted a series of regression analyses to test our hypothesis that 

individuals with high performance expectancy benefit from the pursuit on difficult mastery 

goals (Hypothesis 3). Following the procedures proposed by Aiken and West (1991), we first 

examined whether performance expectancy moderated the relationship between the four 

experimentally manipulated goals and performance attainment. Specifically, subsequent 

performance was hierarchically regressed on initial performance, performance expectancy, 

achievement goal (mastery vs. performance), and goal difficulty (easy vs. difficult). As shown 

in Table 5.1, the first step in the regression model was significant, R² = .60, ΔR² = .60, p < 

.001, with initial performance (Minitial = 149.91, SD = 33.49) being a strong predictor of 

subsequent performance (Msubsequent = 163.25, SD = 32.45). The last step in the model 

containing the highest order three-way interactions was also significant, R² = .63, ΔR² = .01, p 

= .02. As seen in Figure 5.1, only the simple slopes for the mastery goal conditions are 

significant.  

Follow-up analyses indicated that for individuals with low performance expectancy 

there were no differences in performance among the four experimental conditions. In contrast, 

individuals with high performance expectancy that pursued a difficult mastery goal performed 

better than individuals recommended an easy mastery goal, p < .001, or a difficult 

performance goal, p < .05, see Figure 5.1. 

The analyses of variance already showed that the participants in the experimental 

conditions outperformed participants in the control. To test for specific differences between 

the experimental conditions and the control at low and high levels of performance expectancy, 

we ran four separate analyses in which subsequent performance was hierarchically regressed 

on initial performance, performance expectancy, and condition (experimental goal vs. 

control). At low and high levels of performance expectancy, participants in the control 

condition performed worse than the participants in either experimental condition, ps < .0521. 

                                                           
20 Compared to the control, also participants pursuing mastery goals reported more subsequent task interest, Measy 
= 3.89, SD = .70, Mdifficult = 3.56, SD = .85, but these differences did not reach statistical significance. 
21 Participants with high performance expectancy that pursued an easy mastery goal performed marginally better 
than participants in the control condition, p = .06. 
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Altogether, these results provide empirical support for Hypothesis 3 that particularly 

individuals with high performance expectancy benefitted from the pursuit on difficult mastery 

goals. 

 

Discussion 

 

In line with our predictions, we found that, as opposed to vague, “do your best” goals, 

assigned achievement goals with meaningful targets attached enhanced task performance. 

This finding is in line with goal-setting research and reconfirms decades of evidence in the 

motivation literature showing that specific goals are more effective than vague goals 

(Bezuijen, Van Dam, Van den Berg, & Thierry, 2010; see also, Latham & Locke, 2007; 

Locke, 1996). A specific target goal signals the exact benchmark one should strive for in 

order to perform well, thus channeling effort, focus, and persistence, eventually enabling 

superior performance attainment.   

The added value of the current research rests in investigating whether the framing of 

these specific target goals as mastery goals vs. performance goals may differently predict 

performance attainment, and whether performance expectancy moderates this relationship. In 

line with our expectations, among individuals holding a difficult mastery goal, we found a 

positive link between performance expectancy and performance attainment. Apparently, only 

individuals with high performance expectancy benefit from difficult goals, as they feel they 

can meet the challenge. This effect is particularly strong for mastery goals, because these 

goals are positively associated with self-regulation strategies (VandeWalle, Brown, Cron & 

Slocum, 1999), and focus individuals on self-improvement rather than on outperforming 

others. 

 In contrast, we unexpectedly found a negative link between performance expectancy 

and performance attainment among individuals pursuing easy mastery goals. The reason for 

this may be that for high performance expectancy individuals particularly an easy mastery 

goal may be regarded as too simple to pursue and this lack of challenge might have negatively 

affected performance. In contrast, an easy target goal framed as a performance goal may be 

appraised as relatively more challenging because also easy performance goals can be reached 

only by a limited number of individuals. 

The relationship between performance goals and performance attainment was not 

moderated by performance expectancy. This trend seems to be in line with previous research, 
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both correlational (Harackiewicz, Barron, Carter, Lehto, & Elliot, 1997; Kaplan & Midgley, 

1997; Sideridis, 2005a), and experimental (Bouffard, Bouchard, Goulet, Denoncourt, & 

Couture, 2005). Clearly, additional research to tease apart this moderation is needed (see, 

Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001). Results from our study suggest that the adoption of a 

difficult mastery goal is the best option for individuals with high performance expectancy. 

Returning to our opening example, this means that Jack – the student who holds what can be 

defined as a difficult mastery goal – is more likely to do well on the exam than Tim, who is  

equally confident, but holds  an easy mastery goal.  

But, unlike Jack and Tim, some students may have low levels of performance 

expectancy. Which goals may be beneficial for these particular individuals? In this 

experiment, we found that also for individuals low in performance expectancy, pursuing 

specific goals, as compared to vague “do your best” goals, enhanced task performance. In line 

with goal setting theory, specific target goals, regardless of the framing in terms of mastery or 

performance, apparently inspired them more than vague goals, which possibly translated into 

more effort and better performance. 

Another interesting finding of this study was that the pursuit of performance goals – 

and not mastery goals – benefited subsequent task interest, as compared to the pursuit of “do 

your best” goals. Although the pattern for mastery goals as well was in the predicted 

direction, the effect was not statistically significant. A possible explanation might be the 

nature of the task. The “grid task” is a straightforward task that was pursued with specific 

instructions, within a limited time period, thus leaving little room for adding variety to how 

this repetitive task can be pursued. Although participants did not report low overall levels of 

task interest, they may have perceived the task as somewhat boring. In this sense, the pursuit 

of a performance goal may have made the task relatively more interesting. According to 

research on self-regulatory processes (Sansone et al., 1992), individuals are likely to search 

for clues that make a task interesting to pursue more than one time. Pursuing a boring task 

while wanting to outperform others may carry added value compared to pursuing the task just 

to do one’s best.  

The findings of the present study clarify some important aspects associated with 

conscious goal pursuit. Strengths of this study are the clear operationalization of achievement 

goals and goal difficulty, and that our results cannot be explained by feedback effects (Davis, 

Carson, Ammeter, & Treadway, 2005), or differences in goal commitment (Klein, Wesson, 

Hollenbeck, & Alge, 1999). A limitation may be that we tested our hypotheses among 
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university students, in a single context, using one particular task. Future research should be 

designed to replicate these findings in applied settings (e.g., the workplace, the sports field, 

and the classroom), using diverse samples, and an array of tasks. Furthermore, in this study, 

we focused solely on approach achievement goals because of the positive outcome variables 

we scrutinized. Yet, a full integration of goal difficulty and the 2 x 2 framework (Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001) could explain important relationships with a number of other outcome 

variables (both positive and negative) that were previous associated with achievement goal 

pursuit. Subsequent research might address this issue.  

To sum up, this study brings promising support for the call of integrating aspects of 

goal difficulty and achievement goals (Seijts et al., 2004). We have demonstrated that 

individuals respond differently to target achievement goals as a function of their performance 

expectancy. Specifically, the present findings suggest that managers, coaches, and educators 

may consider assigning difficult mastery-approach goals, particularly to individuals with high 

performance expectancy.
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Tables and Figures Chapter 5 

Table 5.1. Regression Coefficients for the Full Regression Model Predicting Performance 
Attainment as a Function of Initial Performance, Performance Expectancy, Achievement Goal, and 
Goal Difficulty  

 

Predictor bª ß t(64) R² Δ R² 

Step 1 

Initial performance 

 

.75 

 

.77 

 

13.23* 

.606* .606* 

Step 2 

Initial performance 

Performance expectancy 

Achievement goal 

Goal difficulty  

 

.76 

-3 

-2.23 

-4.30 

 

.79 

-.06 

-.03 

-.06 

 

13.15* 

-1.02 

-.58 

-1.12 

.615 .010 

Step 3 

   Initial performance 

   Performance expectancy 

   Achievement goal 

   Goal difficulty 

   Achievement goal x Goal difficulty 

   Performance expectancy x Achievement goal 

   Performance expectancy x Goal difficulty 

 

.77 

-.86 

-5.34 

-7.38 

6.44 

-.43 

-3.82 

 

.80 

-.01 

-.08 

-.11 

.08 

-.007 

-.05 

 

12.68* 

-.14 

-.94 

-1.32 

.80 

-.07 

-.63 

.619 .004 

Step 4 

Initial performance 

Performance expectancy 

Achievement goal 

Goal difficulty 

Achievement goal x Goal difficulty Perceived   

Performance expectancy x Achievement goal 

Performance expectancy x Goal difficulty 

Performance expectancy x Achievement goal x 

Goal difficulty 

 

.77 

10.19 

-4.64 

-5.78 

4.81 

-16.54 

-20.05 

 

27.08 

 

.80 

.21 

-.07 

-.09 

.06 

-.25 

-.30 

 

.28 

 

12.88* 

1.33 

-.84 

-1.04 

.61 

-1.78+ 

-2.16** 

 

2.26** 

.637 .017** 

a Unstandardized regression coefficients. * p< .001, ** p< .05, +p< .08 
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Figure 5.1. Performance Attainment on Version 2 as a Function of Initial Performance, 
Performance Expectancy, Achievement Goal, and Goal Difficulty.  
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Chapter 6 
Easy and Difficult Performance-Approach Goals:  

Their Moderating Effect on the Link  

Between Task Interest and Performance Attainment++ 

 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that the positive link between task interest and 

performance attainment can be negatively affected by the pursuit of difficult performance-

approach goals. This was tested in a sample of 60 undergraduate students at a Dutch 

university. In line with expectations, for difficult performance-approach goals there was no 

link between task interest and performance attainment. Furthermore, among women this 

relation turned out to be negative. In an easy performance-approach goal condition, a positive 

link between task interest and performance attainment was found for both men and women, 

while in the control condition the same expected positive relation was not found. Theoretical 

and practical implications of these findings are discussed.  

 

 

 

Keywords: achievement goals, goal orientation, motivation, interest, goal-setting, evaluation 

anxiety, sex differences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

++ This chapter is based on Blaga, M. & Van Yperen, N.W. (2008). Easy and difficult performance-approach 
goals: Their moderating effect on the link between task interest and performance attainment. Psychologica 
Belgica, 48, 2&3, 93-107. 



Chapter 6 | page 138 

Task interest has been regarded as a robust and important predictor of performance 

attainment (Lepper & Henderlong, 2000; Renninger, 2000; Ryan & La Guardia, 1999; Van 

Yperen, 2003a), as it plays an important role in the process of task appraisal, task 

engagement, and persistence, eventuating in superior performance attainment. As a 

motivational variable, interest can be gained, lost, developed, and maintained over time. 

Individuals that approach a task with high levels of interest are said to engage more cognitive 

resources, to sharpen their attention, and to persist in their commitment (Hidi, 2000), which in 

turn tends to positively impact performance levels (Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, & Alge, 

1999; Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, Wright, & DeShon, 2001; Locke & Latham, 1990). In a 

recent study, Harackiewicz and her colleagues reconfirmed the link between interest and 

performance attainment (Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008). 

However, this link may be vulnerable to external cues.  

In organizations that tend to be governed by competition and normative evaluation, 

one such external cue may be the assignment of performance-approach goals. Individuals 

pursuing these goals are focused on doing well relative to others (e.g., colleagues, team-

mates, peers, etc.; see Elliot, 2005). The focus on doing well relative to others is assumed to 

keep performance efforts channeled towards the normative standards that eventuate in high 

levels of performance. However, at the same time, performance-approach goals may involve 

some costs in terms of anxiety, worry, negative affect, dissatisfaction, and strained 

interpersonal relationships (e.g., Harackiewicz, Barron, Pintrich, Elliot, & Thrash, 2002a; 

Elliot, 2005; Janssen & Van Yperen, 2004). In the present research, we argue and demonstrate 

that the link between task interest and performance attainment may be influenced by assigned 

performance-approach goals, and harmed by difficult performance-approach goals in 

particular. 

 

The Effects of Performance-Approach Goals 

Elliot and Moller (2003) stated that “performance-approach goals are neither all good, 

nor all bad; rather, they represent valuable, yet vulnerable forms of regulation” (p. 345). 

Indeed, the extant research investigating the effects of performance-approach goals on 

performance and related outcomes yielded mixed results (for reviews, see Elliot, 2005; Payne, 

Youngcourt, & Beaubien, 2007).  

On the one hand, performance-approach goals can be valuable forms of regulation as 

they may lead to adaptive patterns of learning. Performance-approach goals have been 
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positively related to effort (Bouffard, Boisvert, Vezeau, & Larouche, 1995; Elliot & 

McGregor, 1999; Elliot, McGregor, & Gable, 1999), need for achievement, adaptive forms of 

perfectionism (Van Yperen, 2006), aspirations, self-efficacy, and ultimately performance 

attainment (Elliot & Moller, 2003). Particularly in educational settings, performance-approach 

goals were found to predict performance attainment (for a review, see Harackiewicz et al., 

2002a; Van Yperen & Renkema, 2008).  

On the other hand, performance-approach goals may be vulnerable forms of 

regulation, leading to less beneficial outcomes. Some researchers disqualified performance-

approach goals from being good for motivation, task interest, or performance attainment. For 

example, Van Yperen (2006) found that individuals with a performance-approach goal were 

relatively high in negative affectivity, extrinsic motivation, amotivation, and maladaptive 

forms of perfectionism. Furthermore, VandeWalle, Brown, Cron, and Slocum (1999) 

demonstrated that performance-approach goals may be detrimental as they might trigger 

threat appraisals in relation to the task, since task failure might demonstrate lack of ability in 

comparison to others. Van Yperen and Janssen (2002) found that job demands were 

negatively related to job satisfaction among employees holding strong performance-approach 

goals, but only when mastery-approach goals were weak. Also, Grant and Dweck (2003) 

showed the vulnerability of performance-approach goals in the face of external setbacks, such 

as negative feedback about previous performance, which seemingly impaired the interest and 

subsequent performance for individuals with a performance-approach goal. Senko and 

Harackiewicz (2002) showed that in evaluative contexts, performance-approach goals may be 

harmful particularly for individuals low in achievement orientation (cf. Harackiewicz & 

Elliot, 1993).  

These mixed effects of performance-approach goals indicate that these goals can be 

“good” or “bad” for performance attainment. Hence, we argue that performance-approach 

goals may affect the link between task interest and performance attainment in either a 

valuable or vulnerable way. Specifically, in the present research, we assumed that the effect of 

the performance-approach goal on the relation between interest and performance is a function 

of its perceived difficulty.  

 

Perceived Goal Difficulty 

The major finding derived from goal-setting research is that difficult and specific 

goals lead to higher levels of performance than do easy or vague goals (Locke & Latham, 
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1990). The reasoning behind this mechanism is that difficult goals, as long as specific and 

attainable, make people engage in higher levels of effort and make them persist longer on the 

task, which subsequently leads to better performance. However, when goals are perceived as 

too difficult, they may be detrimental for performance attainment (Latham & Locke, 2006b). 

The belief that the highest standards of performance must be achieved may cause significant 

distress and dysfunction (for a review, see Flett & Hewitt, 2002), which may be particularly 

true when individuals are highly interested in the task and when the task is perceived as 

relevant to the self. Goals that are perceived as too difficult may channel away valuable 

cognitive resources needed to reach the goal (Latham & Locke, 2006b). Previous research 

indicates that difficult goals may induce performance pressure, evoke negative affect, and 

weaken confidence and interest (e.g., Fortunato & Williams, 2002; Locke & Latham, 1990; 

Manderlink & Harackiewicz, 1984; Mossholder, 1980). 

 

Perceived Difficulty of Performance-Approach Goals 

Performance-approach goals may typically be perceived as difficult, since their 

accomplishment necessitates performing better than others (cf. Senko & Harackiewicz, 

2005a). However, the difficulty of performance-approach goals can be explicitly varied, for 

example by changing the percentage of people who are considered to be the best performers. 

Specifically, the performance-approach goal of ending up among the best 30% may be 

perceived as more difficult than the goal of ending up among the best 70%. Hence, 

performance-approach goals can be presented as relatively easy or as relatively difficult.  

Previous research has demonstrated that assigned performance-approach goals tend to 

undermine the positive link between task interest and task performance (Van Yperen, 2003a). 

It can be assumed that difficult performance-approach goals are particularly “bad” for the link 

between task interest and performance attainment, as these goals jointly emphasize social 

comparison and the difficult benchmark needed to be surpassed in order to be better than 

others. In contrast, the benchmark in the case of easy performance-approach goals may be 

perceived as attainable, and accordingly, may not harm the link between task interest and 

performance attainment. Hence, we expected that the positive link between task interest and 

performance attainment would not exist among individuals pursuing difficult performance-

approach goals. 
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Sex differences  

 In the achievement goal literature, findings are inconsistent about the role of sex in the 

adoption of achievement goals, or about the impact of sex on the links between achievement 

goals and performance attainment. For example, some studies suggest that men are more 

likely than women to adopt and to adhere to performance goals (Bouffard, Boisvert, Vezeau, 

& Larouche, 1995), while others found that women tended to be either more performance 

goal oriented (Button, Mathieu, & Zajac, 1996), or more mastery goal oriented (Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001) than men. On the other hand, Patrick, Ryan, and Pintrich (1999) found 

mastery goals to be positively associated with performance, but for men only. With regard to 

assigned achievement goals, research has yet to agree on how characteristics such as sex 

might influence the interpretation and pursuit of such goals (cf. Urdan, 2004b). For example, 

among individuals with high skills, Butler (1993) found that men benefited more from 

assigned performance-approach goals, and women from assigned mastery goals when 

working on a complex computer task. Other studies found no significant sex effects regarding 

assigned performance-approach goals (Darnon, Harackiewicz, Butera, Mugny, & Qioamzade, 

2007; Van Yperen, 2003a). Due to these mixed findings, we could not exclude the possibility 

that the pursuit of performance-approach goals might have distinct outcomes for women and 

men. At this point, we do not propose definitive predictions about sex differences. However, 

as the above findings indicate, sex is a factor that cannot be neglected in research on 

achievement goals, so that we included sex as a predictor in our model. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

The participants (N = 60, 55% women) have been recruited from a university in The 

Netherlands and participated for either course credit, or a small reward consisting of a 

chocolate bar and a can of fizzy drink.  Their ages ranged from 18 to 39 (M = 21.8, SD = 3.2), 

and their majority was studying Social Sciences (48.3%), followed by Law or Arts Studies 

(23.3%), Business and Economics (18.3%), or were from other departments (10%).  
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Procedure 

The participants were randomly assigned to one of the two experimental conditions 

(Goal difficulty: Easy performance-approach goal vs. Difficult performance-approach goal), 

or a control condition, in which no goal was imposed on the participants.  

Upon arrival, participants were greeted by the experimenter and were told that they 

were going to work on an English language practice test, developed for helping students with 

their preparation for university level English language proficiency. They were then taken to a 

cubicle equipped with a computer, which guided them through the experiment. Before they 

started, participants signed the informed consent form and acknowledged that they could quit 

the experiment at any time without any consequences.  

It was explained to the participants that the English Language Practice Test comprised 

12 items: four sentence completion items, four analogies, and four antonyms. The participants 

were informed that there was no time limit. Then they completed the task interest 

questionnaire, followed by the experimental manipulation. The participants were 

recommended for the test to: (1) perform better than the other participants and end up among 

the best 70% by solving eight questions correctly (Easy performance-approach goal), or (2) 

perform better than the other participants and end up among the best 30% by solving eight 

questions correctly (Difficult performance-approach goal). Participants in the control 

condition did not receive any goal recommendation.  

 

Measures 

 Manipulation checks. At the very end of the exercise, the participants were asked to 

specify which goal, if any, they were recommended to adopt. Additionally, participants in the 

two experimental conditions had to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the degree to which 

they found their specific goal attainable, realistic, and difficult, with response categories 

ranging from (1) not at all to (5) very (Van Yperen, 2003a). These three items on goal 

attainability (reversed coding), realism (reversed coding) and perceived goal difficulty were 

averaged to create an index of perceived goal difficulty (α = .95). 

Performance attainment was assessed by calculating the number of correct answers 

on the English Language Practice Test (maximum 12).  

Task interest. This measure was adapted from Van Yperen (2003a). The scale 

consists of four items, with a sample item being “Are you interested in doing tests like this?” 
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Response categories ranged from (1) not at all to (5) very much.  The four items were 

averaged to create an index of task interest (α = .72). 

 

Results 

 

Manipulation checks. At the end of the exercise, the participants were asked to 

indicate which specific goal they were recommended. The goal manipulation was successful, 

with all but one of the participants reporting their recommended goal correctly, x²(4, N = 60) 

= 120.00, p < .01.   

Perceived goal difficulty. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) with Goal difficulty 

(Easy performance-approach goal vs. Difficult performance-approach goal) as the 

independent variable, and perceived goal difficulty as the dependent variable, indeed revealed 

that the difficult performance-approach goal was perceived as more difficult (M = 3.45, SD = 

0.61) than the easy performance-approach goal (M = 2.76, SD = 1.00, F(1,39) = 6.40, p = 

0.01).  

Hypothesis testing. We expected no link between task interest and performance 

attainment only for individuals pursuing difficult performance-approach goals. To test this 

hypothesis, the procedure proposed by Aiken and West (1991) was followed. Task interest 

was centered by subtracting its mean from its value, which left us with deviation terms. 

Second, dummies were created following standard procedures (Cohen, Cohen, West, & 

Aiken, 1983). Thus, two dummies were created for the experimental conditions (D1: easy 

performance-approach goal = 1, difficult performance-approach goal = 0, control = 0; D2: 

difficult performance-approach goal = 1, easy performance-approach goal = 0, control = 0), 

and one dummy for sex. Third, the interaction terms between the dummy variables and task 

interest were calculated. Then performance attainment was hierarchically regressed on the 

two dummies for condition, the sex dummy, task interest, and their interactions. The main 

effects were entered first (Step 1), followed by the two-way interactions (Step 2), and the 

three-way interactions (Step 3). The results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 

6.1. 

 The significant two-way interaction between task interest and the difficult 

performance-approach goal was qualified by the three-way interaction between task interest, 

difficult performance-approach goal, and sex (b = 6.75, p = 0.04, R² = .30, ∆R² = 0.07). As 

discussed by Aiken and West (1991), we considered the higher order interaction for further 



Chapter 6 | page 144 

analysis. To interpret this three-way interaction, additional analyses were conducted to test the 

significance of the simple slopes. As expected, for difficult performance-approach goals, there 

was no link between interest and performance among men (Figure 6.1a), while this link was 

even negative among women (Figure 6.1b). Also in line with expectations, the positive links 

between task interest and performance attainment were present among both men and women 

that were recommended an easy performance-approach goal. Unexpectedly, no links between 

interest and performance were observed in the control condition.   

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of the present study was to demonstrate that the link between task interest and 

performance attainment can be moderated by assigned easy and difficult performance-

approach goals. As demonstrated in previous research (Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Lepper & 

Henderlong, 2000; Renninger, 2000; Ryan & La Guardia, 1999; Van Yperen, 2003a), interest 

typically leads to better performance. However, assigned performance-approach goals, which 

make salient the competition with others, may harm this link. Indeed, among men with 

difficult performance-approach goals, no positive link between task interest and performance 

attainment was observed. Among women with difficult performance-approach goals, task 

interest was even negatively related to performance attainment. 

Theoretical insights on evaluation anxiety (Zeidner, 1990; Zeidner & Matthews, 2005) 

and cognitive appraisal (Lazarus, 1991; Tomaka, Blascovich, Kelsey, & Leitner, 1993; 

Tomaka, Blascovich, Kibler, & Ernst, 1997) may help to explain why difficult performance-

approach goals harmed the link between interest and performance particularly among women. 

On the one hand, interested individuals are concerned with mastering a specific task and may 

be less concerned with being evaluated (Deci & Ryan, Ryan & Deci; 2000). On the other 

hand, for individuals high in task interest, a testing situation is more self-relevant than for low 

interested individuals, and accordingly, may evoke evaluation anxiety. Evaluation anxiety is 

largely defined as anxiety triggered by personal evaluation in a variety of contexts, mostly 

when a person sees little chance in obtaining satisfactory evaluation (Leitenberg, 1990). 

Research suggests that women tend to report higher levels of test anxiety, whereas men are 

thought to be socialized to be more competitive, to prove skills and abilities, and to prefer 

achievement situations (Cassady & Johnson, 2002; Zeidner & Matthews, 2005). Hence, 

relative to the interested men, the interested women with assigned difficult performance-
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approach goals may have perceived the situation as a threat rather than a personal challenge 

(Blascovich & Tomaka, 1996).  

Another possible explanation is the existence of conflicting achievement goals. 

Previous research demonstrated that women tend to prefer mastery goals which focus 

individuals on developing and gaining competence (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot, 2005). 

As a consequence, women may have been more negatively affected by the assigned 

performance-approach goals. Relative to men, self-regulation may have been disrupted to a 

larger extent among women, particularly when difficult performance-approach goals were 

imposed on them.  

Unexpectedly, the positive link between task interest and performance attainment 

previously demonstrated by others (cf. Ford, 1992; Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Lepper & 

Henderlong, 2000; Van Yperen, 2003a) was not confirmed. In this study, the positive link 

between task interest and performance attainment was observed only in the easy performance-

approach goal condition. In the present context, only easy performance-approach goals may 

have met the prerequisites for optimal performance as proposed by goal-setting theory. In 

contrast, the no-goal context may have been equivalent to a “do your best” condition (Locke 

& Latham, 1990). No clues were provided about what was expected regarding one’s 

performance on the new and rather complex task, and this in turn may have negatively 

affected the positive link between interest and performance.  

 

Limitations of the Present Study 

The present research is only the first step in addressing the moderating role of 

assigned performance-approach goals on the link between task interest and performance 

attainment. Therefore, cautious interpretations of the preliminary results are warranted. As a 

first limitation, the hypothesis was tested in a single context, among university students. 

Future research should be aimed at replicating these findings across domains and with 

diversified samples to allow for a refinement and generalization of the current results. 

Secondly, in the present study, predictions about sex differences were not made and 

process variables were not assessed. Accordingly, we could only speculate about possible 

underlying mechanisms. Valuable insights may be gained from future research that 

independently manipulates achievement goals and perceived goal difficulty, while assessing 

variables such as self-reported anxiety and coping abilities, as well as measuring 
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physiological anxiety indicators, such as heart rate and skin conductance (Fowles, 2000; 

Hopko, Crittendon, Grant, & Wilson, 2005). 

The performance-approach goals and goal difficulty were operationalized in terms of a 

fixed numerical target and a variable percentage target. The target goal, set to eight correct 

items (out of 12) was the same across experimental conditions. Perceived goal difficulty was 

manipulated by percentage levels that needed to be reached in order to attain one’s 

performance-approach goal. Our results showed that identical target goals framed as either 

easy (best 70%) or difficult (best 30%) performance-approach goals were differently 

perceived in terms of goal difficulty, indicating that the manipulation of perceived goal 

difficulty was successful. However, a third limitation lays in judging how easy, or how 

difficult the goals were perceived by the participants. This perception is likely to be a function 

of the individuals’ level of perceived competence, so that in future research this variable may 

be examined as an additional moderator.  

 Fourthly, we recognize that only the effect of one particular achievement goal was 

examined. Although the present study is among the few that links the achievement goal 

approach to goal-setting theory (cf. Seijts, Latham, Tasa, & Latham,, 2004), future research 

could link other achievement goals from the 2 × 2 framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) with 

goal-setting theory as well. For example, the same target may be framed in either an approach 

or an avoidance manner. That is, the easy goal may be presented as either the goal of being 

among the best 70% (performance-approach), or the as the goal of not being among the worst 

30% (performance-avoidance). 

 

Practical Implications 

As emphasized above, cautious interpretations of the preliminary results are 

warranted. Having said this, the findings may suggest that in a variety of domains (including 

the work place, the classroom, or the sport field), task interest should be fostered. Therefore, 

supervisors, teachers, and coaches should be careful with assigning performance-approach 

goals to individuals, and in particular assigning difficult performance-approach goals to 

women. If performance-approach goals are assigned to people, the present findings suggest 

that these goals should not be too difficult, especially when working on a new and rather 

complex task (cf. Winters & Latham, 1996). 
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Concluding Remarks 

The results of this study provided some evidence that the positive relationship between 

task interest and performance attainment can be negatively affected by the assignment of 

difficult performance-approach goals. Specifically, only under the condition of easy 

performance-approach goals, there was a positive link between interest and performance. For 

difficult performance-approach goals, this link was non-existing (among men), or even 

negative (among women). However, further research is obviously needed to better understand 

the distinct influence of easy and difficult performance-approach goals on the positive 

relationship between task interest and performance attainment. 
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Tables and Figures Chapter 6 

Table 6.1. Results of Regression Analysis with Unstandardized Regression Coefficients 

 

 
Performance attainment 

Step and variable 1 2 3 

 

1 

 

Task interest 

 

.67 

 

-.19 

 

.05 

 Sex .63 1.14 1.9 

 Easy goal .23 .85 .81 

 Difficult goal .46 .76 .44 

2 Task interest × Sex  2.07 -1.05 

 Task interest × Easy goal  1.49 1.38 

 Task interest × Difficult 

goal 

 -1.77 -4.75* 

 Sex × Easy goal  -1.51 -2.17 

 Sex × Difficult goal  -.45 -.99 

3 Task interest × Sex × Easy 

goal 

  2.44 

 Task interest × Sex × 

Difficult goal 

  6.75** 

 R² .095 .237 .308 

 Δ R² .095 .143 .070 

 N = 60. * p < .01, ** p < .05 
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Figure 6.1a. Interaction Between Task Interest and Goal Difficulty on Performance 

Attainment for Men. 

 

 

Figure 6.1b. Interaction Between Task Interest and Goal Difficulty on Performance 

Attainment for Women. 
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Chapter 7 

Summary and Discussion 

“We cannot think, feel, or act without the perception of some goal.”  

– Alfred Adler, psychologist 

“There is no achievement without goals.”  

– Robert J. McKaine, author 

 

As suitably captured in the quotes above, it would be quite difficult, if not impossible 

for us humans to get the most out of our full potential in the absence of goals. While there are 

many different goals which individuals may pursue, in this dissertation we focused on 

achievement goals, one specific type of personal goals pursued in achievement situations. 

Achievement goals, the mental representations of the individual’s desired levels of 

competence in the short-term or in the long-term (Elliot, 2005), can energize, direct, and 

organize one’s behavior, and can predict one’s performance and levels of intrinsic motivation 

in various achievement situations. A contemporary stance distinguishes between four types of 

achievement goals systematized in a 2 (Definition: mastery vs. performance) x 2 (Valence: 

approach vs. avoidance) framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Individuals who pursue 

mastery-approach (MAp) goals focus on task-referenced (e.g., getting an answer right), or 

self-referenced improvement and accomplishments (e.g., doing better than before). 

Individuals who pursue performance-approach (PAp) goals focus on other-referenced 

accomplishments (e.g., doing better than others). Individuals who pursue performance-

avoidance (PAv) goals focus on avoiding failure with regard to other-referenced standards 

(e.g., not doing worse than others). Finally, individuals who pursue mastery-avoidance (MAv) 

goals focus on avoiding failure on a task-referenced (e.g., not getting an answer wrong), or a 

self-referenced standard (e.g., not doing worse than before). 

The aim of this dissertation was twofold. Firstly, across three meta-analyses, we 

systematically explored the relationships between achievement goals, on the one hand, and 

performance attainment and intrinsic motivation, on the other. A meta-analysis is a 

quantitative summary of pooled results from studies on the same topic, and provides more 

meaningful information than individual studies on their own (Borenstein et al., 2009; Lipsey 

& Wilson, 2001). Secondly, we addressed two relevant, yet largely neglected issues in 
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achievement goal research - i.e., target goals, and the moderating potential of achievement 

goals - in an attempt to improve our understanding of the (conditional) effects of achievement 

goal pursuit on performance attainment. 

We begin with summarizing the main findings reported in the empirical chapters. We 

then continue with highlighting the contributions of the findings to current theoretical and 

practical work on achievement goals. We conclude this dissertation with offering some 

directions for future research on achievement goals.  

 

Summary of Main Findings 

In order to clarify the rather mixed findings in the achievement goal literature 

regarding the relationships between achievement goals and the two important (and most 

examined) outcomes in achievement goal research - performance attainment and intrinsic 

motivation - we began this dissertation with meta-analyzing the achievement goal literature 

on these topics. The main findings for each of the three meta-analyses are summarized in the 

sections below. 

 

Chapter 2 

 In Chapter 2 we explored the relationships between personally adopted achievement 

goals and performance attainment. Furthermore, we focused on important additions and 

extensions of previous meta-analyses (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010; 

Payne et al., 2007), and specifically investigated if achievement goals-performance attainment 

relationships were moderated by achievement domain (education, work, and sports), the type 

of scale used to measure achievement goals, specific socio-demographic characteristics (age, 

sex, and nationality), and the publication status of the studies.  

Across 90 studies, with a total of 313 individual effect sizes, and 38,738 participants, 

results indicated that, overall, mastery-approach (MAp) goals and performance-approach 

(PAp) goals were positively correlated with performance attainment, while performance-

avoidance (PAv) goals and mastery-avoidance (MAv) goals were negatively correlated with 

performance attainment. These findings, mostly in line with those of previous meta-analyses 

(Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010; Payne et al., 2007), and review articles 

(e.g., Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2008), indicate that the overall positive associations between 

approach-type achievement goals and performance, and negative associations between 

avoidance-type achievement goals and performance are generalizable and ubiquitous. 
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However, more importantly, this meta-analysis showed that several moderators substantially 

qualified the direct relations between achievement goals and performance attainment.  

With regard to achievement domain as moderator, it seems that the links between PAp 

goals and performance attainment are more robust in the sports domain, compared to the 

educational and work domain. Furthermore, the negative links between MAv goals and 

performance found in education was not found in the sports domain. The other two 

achievement goals showed consistent links with performance attainment across achievement 

domains: positive links in the case of MAp goals, and negative links in the case of PAv goals. 

However, these results suggest that achievement domain, a largely ignored aspect in 

achievement goal pursuit, may be important to take into consideration in studying 

achievement goals in particular, and achievement motivation in general. 

 The moderator analysis for the type of scale used to measure achievement goals 

revealed that the way in which achievement goals are operationalized in the literature seems 

to matter substantially. Most notably, particularly robust correlations between MAp goals and 

performance attainment were found when MAp goal items contained non-goal relevant 

language (e.g., “I do my schoolwork because I am interested in it”), as opposed to goal 

relevant language (e.g., “My goal is to learn as much as possible”). In contrast, correlations 

between PAp goals and performance attainment were stronger in scales containing goal 

relevant language (e.g., “My goal is to perform better than all other students”), as compared to 

scales containing non-goal relevant language mostly alluding to self-presentation concerns 

(e.g., “I’d like to show my teachers that I’m smarter than the other students in my class”). 

In addition, nationality moderated the relations between achievement goals and 

performance: in Asian samples we observed overall lower negative correlations between PAv 

goals or MAv goals and performance. 

 

Chapter 3 

 In this chapter we employed meta-analytical techniques to investigate the relationships 

between personally-adopted achievement goals and intrinsic motivation (e.g., intrinsic 

interest, enjoyment, etc.). The approach in this chapter was very similar to that in Chapter 2, 

with the main difference being the outcome variable, in this case intrinsic motivation (IM), as 

opposed to the outcome variable performance attainment in Chapter 2.  

 Across 36 studies, with a total of 116 individual effect sizes, and 13,236 participants, 

results indicated that both MAp goals and PAp goals were positively related to IM, while PAv 
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goals were negatively related to IM, and MAv goals were unrelated to IM. These results, 

generally in line with previous meta-analyses (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 

2010), supported previous research on the positive associations between approach goals and 

IM, and - in particular - mastery-approach goals and IM.  

As in Chapter 2, we additionally found the relationships between achievement goals 

and IM to be qualified by specific moderators. For domain, we found a negative relation 

between PAv goals and IM in the education domain, and a positive trend in the sports domain.  

Also, type of scale was a substantial moderator for several achievement goals-IM 

relationships. For MAp goals, the largest positive correlations with IM were found for scales 

containing non-goal relevant language. In contrast, positive correlations between PAp goals 

and IM were found only in studies containing preponderantly goal relevant language.  

 Furthermore, nationality was a strong moderator of the links between achievement 

goals and IM. Among Asian participants, correlations between MAp goals, PAp goals, as well 

as PAv goals and IM were considerably more positive in comparison to other nationalities 

(i.e., US, Europeans).   

 

Chapter 4 

 The aim of this chapter was to meta-analytically explore the effects of experimentally 

manipulated achievement goals on performance attainment. While correlational research is 

valuable in providing indications about the associations between achievement goals and 

performance across different settings (see Chapter 2), it does not allow for establishing causal 

relations. Accordingly, in Chapter 4 we tested the effects of achievement goals on 

performance attainment. To begin with, we examined which achievement goals benefited and 

which undermined performance attainment. Across 15 empirical studies, with 68 effect sizes 

and 2,437 participants, it was expected that both MAp and PAp goals would benefit 

performance attainment relative to PAv and MAv goals. Furthermore, it was expected that 

under certain conditions (no feedback anticipation, and no time pressure), MAp goals would 

be more beneficial for performance attainment compared to PAp goals.  

 The overall results supported our predictions. Firstly, compared to either PAv or MAv 

goals, both MAp and PAp goals were more beneficial for performance attainment. Also, 

compared to no goals, MAp goals were more beneficial to performance attainment. Secondly, 

we found MAp goal participants to outperform PAp goal participants when no feedback was 

anticipated, or when no clear time limit was imposed for completing the task. These results 
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held independently of participants’ age, sex, or nationality, and across a broad range of tasks 

(e.g., verbal, reasoning, physical activity). 

 Altogether, the meta-analyses presented in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 revealed that: (1) 

approach achievement goals were generally positively associated with performance 

attainment and IM, while avoidance achievement goals were generally negatively associated 

with these outcomes; and (2) the mixed results in the achievement goal literature regarding 

the links between achievement goals and their outcomes (i.e., performance attainment and 

intrinsic motivation) may be explained by the presence of specific moderators.   

In order to improve our understanding of the (conditional) effects of achievement goal 

pursuit, the last two chapters of this dissertation focused on methods to effectively manipulate 

achievement goals to benefit subsequent performance attainment. In both Chapters 5 and 6, 

we focused specifically on approach-achievement goals. This is because we were interested in 

the benefits of goal pursuit and because both MAp and PAp goals were found to be highly 

efficacious in enhancing performance attainment (Conroy et al., 2003; Elliot & McGregor, 

2001). 

 

Chapter 5 

 The aim of Chapter 5 was to combine approach achievement goals and specific target 

goals (Locke & Latham, 1990; Seijts et al., 2004). In this chapter we proposed and 

demonstrated that combining MAp goals and PAp goals with targets of different levels of 

difficulty (easy vs. difficult) can differently predict performance attainment for individuals 

with high and low performance expectancy. More specifically, we found that individuals with 

high performance expectancy benefited from the pursuit of difficult MAp goals, and were 

negatively affected by the pursuit of easy MAp goals. In contrast, performance expectancy did 

not seem to moderate the effects of PAp goals on performance attainment. Our results bring 

promising initial support for integrating achievement goals with goal difficulty (Seijts et al., 

2004). 

 

Chapter 6 

 In the last empirical chapter, we examined the moderating effects of achievement 

goals, a generally neglected topic in achievement goal research (see Horvath et al., 2006; Van 

Yperen, 2003a). There is much research documenting positive links between interest and 

performance attainment (Lepper & Henderlong, 2000; Renninger, 2000; Ryan & La Guardia, 
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1999; Van Yperen, 2003a). In Chapter 6, it was proposed and demonstrated that difficult PAp 

goals in particular can harm the positive links between interest and performance, as these 

goals emphasize both social comparison and a difficult benchmark that needs to be attained. 

Indeed, for men, we found the positive links between interest and performance to disappear 

following the pursuit of difficult PAp goals. Also, women were particularly affected by the 

pursuit of difficult PAp goals.  

 

Contributions to Theory and Practice 

 The research included in this dissertation addresses several topics relevant to 

conscious goal pursuit. A recurring theme across all empirical chapters was our attempt to 

understand why and when are achievement goals beneficial or detrimental for performance 

attainment and intrinsic motivation. Arguably, our findings have a number of important 

implications for both theory and practice, implications which we will highlight in the 

paragraphs below. 

Despite three decades of research on achievement goals, there is surprisingly little 

consensus among achievement goal researchers regarding the relations between achievement 

goals, on the one hand, and performance attainment and intrinsic motivation, on the other. 

Across two meta-analyses we found that achievement domain (education, work, or sports), 

and the type of scale used to measure achievement goals can substantially moderate the links 

between achievement goals and performance attainment (Chapter 2), as well between 

achievement goals and intrinsic motivation (Chapter 3). These imperative findings may 

explain why inconsistent results on these topics were previously documented. For once, we 

systematically showed that the pursuit of certain achievement goals may be more beneficial in 

some achievement domains, and less beneficial in others, a thus far largely neglected 

possibility (Hulleman et al., 2008; Van Yperen et al., 2011). For example, our results suggest 

much stronger links between performance-approach goals and performance in the sports 

domain; also, it seems that in the sport domain a focus on avoidance goals may still lead to 

positive outcomes. Findings as such suggest that achievement goal pursuit may be a domain-

dependent process. Therefore, experts and practitioners (teachers, coaches, trainers, etc.) 

should be aware of the beneficial (or, for that matter, detrimental) effects of the different 

achievement goals in their domain of expertise, and make sure that students, employees, and 

athletes pursue goals that maximize their performances. 
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Another important finding was that the type of scale used to measure achievement 

goals substantially matters when it comes to predicting specific outcomes. By extending and 

adding on previous meta-analyses (Baranik, Stanley, et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010; 

Payne et al., 2007), we documented several important differences in the operationalization of 

achievement goals (see Chapters 2 and 3 for a general discussion). Acknowledging these 

differences in goal measurement should benefit future research. For example, it may be useful 

to develop and use a common achievement goal measure across the different achievement 

domains (see Appendix B and C). This is especially important for meaningful comparisons 

across domains, since achievement goals were traditionally measured with a number of 

specific scales across different domains, making achievement domain and type of scales 

potentially confounded factors. 

The current dissertation has also made several contributions to experimental 

achievement goal research. To begin with, in Chapter 4, we meta-analytically investigated the 

effects of experimentally manipulated achievement goals on performance attainment. This 

meta-analysis was the first one to explore the effects on performance attainment of all 

achievement goals in the 2 x 2 framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Largely in line with the 

correlational data (see Chapter 2), an important finding in Chapter 4 was that approach-type 

achievement goals were beneficial for performance. However, we also showed specific 

conditions (no feedback anticipation or no time pressure) when MAp goals were more 

beneficial for performance than PAp goals.  

Although both approach goal (MAp and PAp) seem to enhance performance 

attainment, achievement goal-based interventions may particularly focus on the promoting 

MAp goals for two reasons. First, MAp goals tend to promote pro-social behavior, such as 

tolerance for opposing views (Darnon et al., 2006), and sharing resources with others (Levy et 

al., 2004; Poortvliet et al., 2007). In contrast, PAp goals tend to elicit several less desirable 

outcomes, such as opportunistic behavior (Poortvliet et al., 2007) and cheating (Van Yperen 

et al., 2011). Secondly, because of the ubiquity of PAp goals (e.g., doing better than others) in 

many competence-relevant situations and contexts (i.e., the classroom, the workplace, the 

sports field), there is typically no need to promote these goals.  Thus, to reach and maintain 

long-term success and performance, practitioners should emphasize evaluation in terms of 

progress, effort, and improvement rather than normative evaluations (Ames, 1992; cf., Van 

Yperen, 2003b). 
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Another important contribution to experimental achievement goal research made by 

this dissertation concerns the integration of target goals in achievement goal pursuit (Locke & 

Latham, 1990; Seijts et al., 2004; Van Yperen, 2003a). The purpose was to refine our 

understanding of the beneficial and detrimental effects of achievement goals on performance. 

By using specific targets which signaled the exact benchmark one should strive for in order to 

perform well, we assigned achievement goals that were easy or difficult to attain. In two 

empirical studies, we demonstrated that individuals respond differently to easy and difficult 

target achievement goals as a function of their performance expectancy (Chapter 5) and task 

interest (Chapter 6). These findings bring promising support for integrating specific aspects of 

target goals (i.e., goal difficulty) and achievement goals, while taking individual difference 

variables such as performance expectancy into account. For example, individuals with high 

performance expectancy are confident about their ability to do well and see a task as a 

challenge, while individuals with low performance expectancy are less confident in their 

ability to succeed on a task and see it more as a threat (Elliot, 1999). In this regard, our 

findings in Chapter 5 showed that high performance expectancy individuals are better off 

pursuing MAp goals - and difficult MAp goals in particular - as they focus on improvement 

while pursuing a challenging goal. This study was only the first step in exploring this complex 

interaction. However, preliminary results suggest that high performance expectancy 

individuals do benefit from the pursuit of difficult MAp goals, which can have important 

implications in several achievement contexts.  For example, coaches may want to set difficult 

mastery-approach goals for athletes, particularly to those with high performance expectancy 

in order to maximize their performance attainment. 

In Chapter 6, we examined the moderating potential of achievement goals. Our 

findings tap into a largely unexplored topic, suggesting that achievement goals do not only 

predict performance, but can “make or break” existing links between some variables and 

performance attainment. For example, the finding that PAp goals - and difficult PAp goals in 

particular - can harm the positive link between task interest and performance attainment 

suggests that PAp goals may be less “fitted” in a context where intrinsic motivation and 

enjoyment are emphasized. This possibility is also corroborated by the findings in Chapter 3, 

where we documented substantially stronger links between MAp goals and intrinsic 

motivation, than between PAp goals and intrinsic motivations. This study was one of the few 

to explore the moderating potential of achievement goals (Van Yperen, 2003a), thus cautious 

interpretations of the results are deserved. Yet, experts and practitioners should be careful 
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with assigning difficult performance-approach goals, in particular on new and complex tasks 

(cf. Winters & Latham, 1996). Instead, assigning MAp goals may be a viable alternative in 

order to foster task engagement, intrinsic motivation, feelings of success, as well as 

performance attainment. 

 

Directions for Future Research and Concluding Remarks 

 The present dissertation had several important contributions to the field of 

achievement goals. Firstly, in three meta-analyses, we attempted to systematically clarify the 

rather mixed findings in the literature regarding links between achievement goals, on the one 

hand, and performance attainment and intrinsic motivation, on the other. Secondly, we 

addressed several relevant, yet less attended topics in the field of experimental achievement 

goals, such as target achievement goals, and the moderating potential of achievement goals. 

The ways in which research on achievement goals will transform and evolve in the future 

remains an open challenge for researchers in the field. 

Based on our findings, we may suggest several avenues for future research. First of all, 

we documented important differences in achievement goal operationalization which may 

clarify the mixed findings from previous studies. As proposed in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, future 

research may consider the development of a common achievement goal measure across 

achievement domains (see Appendix B and C). Ideally, this measure would define 

achievement goals in terms of standards for competence, while separating task-based, self-

based, and other-based standards for competence (Elliot et al., 2011). A conceptually clear 

focus on standards allows a more accurate exploration of the links between achievement goals 

and important outcomes, such as performance attainment and intrinsic motivation, but also 

other outcomes, such as extrinsic motivation, help-seeking, self-handicapping, and affect.  

In addition, this new standards-based measure of achievement goals may be adapted to 

experimental research as well. As shown in Chapters 5 and 6, a clear standards-based 

conceptualization and manipulation of achievement goals can be effectively combined with 

specific targets for performance. Future empirical research may link all achievement goals 

from this newly proposed 3 x 2 framework (Elliot et al., 2011) with target goals to further 

explore (conditional) effects of achievement goal pursuit. This is one of the contributions of 

this dissertation we hope will further advance both correlational and experimental 

achievement goal research. 
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Appendix A 

Individual items coding protocol (Chapters 2 and 3): 

 

Category 

 

Meaning 

 
Goal   
 as Standard 

 
Task-referenced standard, focusing on an event, either 
approach (e.g., getting an answer correct, doing the task as 
well as possible), or avoidance (e.g., not getting an answer 
wrong) 

 Self-referenced standard, focusing on learning, and 
improving compared to one’s past performance, or future 
potential performance, either approach (e.g., to perform 
better now than before, to learn), or avoidance (e.g., to avoid 
performing worse now than in the past, or avoid not 
learning) 
 

 Other-referenced standard, focusing on performance relative 
to significant others, or on performance relative to a 
normative distribution of others (class grade), either 
approach (e.g., to do better than others), or avoidance (e.g., 
not to do worse than others) 

   as Reason The broader, more general purpose for why one pursues a 
certain standard, either approach (e.g., to show my ability, to 
get a reward) or avoidance (to avoid the shame of failure). 
Reason can be exhaustive in scope and breadth (lots and lots 
of reasons behind a standard) 
 

Non-goal Goal-related affect, or interest (e.g., I feel successful when, I 
am interested in, I enjoy) 
 
Non-goal language:  comparisons (e.g., I prefer to do things 
that I do well rather than things that I do poorly), voicing a 
concern, appearance-relevant language (e.g., The opinions 
others have about how well I can do certain things are 
important to me), decision making and choices (e.g., I prefer 
course material that arouses my curiosity, even if it is 
difficult to learn) 
 

Note. Individual items may pertain to more than one category, e.g. a combination of standard 
and reason (e.g., I want to do better than others, because I want to impress my parents) 
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The 2-factor model of goal orientation scale of Button, Mathieu, and Zajac (1996).  
 
Learning Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 
Item Standard Reason  

The opportunity to do challenging work is important to me  X  

When I fail to complete a difficult task, I plan to try harder the 
next time I work on it 
 

  X 

I prefer to work on tasks that force me to learn new things 
 

X X  

The opportunity to learn new things is important to me 
 

X X  

I do my best when I’m working on a fairly difficult task 
 

  X 

I try hard to improve on my past performance 
 

X   

The opportunity to extend the range of my abilities is important 
to me 
 

X X  

When I have difficulty solving a problem, I enjoy trying 
different approaches to see which one will work 
 

  X 

 
Performance Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 
Item Standard Reason  

I prefer to do things that I can do well rather than things that I 
do poorly 
 

  X 

I’m happiest at work when I perform tasks on which I know that 
I won’t make any errors 
 

X X X 

The things I enjoy the most are the things I do the best 
 

  X 

The opinions others have about how well I can do certain things 
are important to me 
 

  X 

I feel smart when I do something without making any mistakes 
 

X X X 

I like to be fairly confident that I can successfully perform a task 
before I attempt it 
 

  X 

I like to work on tasks that I have done well on in the past   X 
I feel smart when I can do something better than most other 
people 

X X X 
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The Achievement Goal Questionnaire for Sports (AGQ-S) by Conroy, Elliot, and Hofer 
(2003) 
 
Mastery-Approach Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 
Item Standard Reason  

It is important to me to perform as well as I possibly can 
 

 X   

I want to perform as well as it is possible for me to perform 
 

X   

It is important for me to master all aspects of my performance 
 

X   

 
Performance-Approach Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 
Item Standard Reason  

It is important to me to do well compared to others 
 

X   

It is important for me to perform better than others 
 

X   

My goal is to do better than most other performers 
 

X   

 
Performance-Avoidance Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 
Item Standard Reason  

I just want to avoid performing worse than others 
 

X   

My goal is to avoid performing worse than everyone else 
 

X   

It is important for me to avoid being one of the worst performers 
in the group 
 

X   

 
Mastery-Avoidance Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 
Item Standard Reason  

I worry that I may not perform as well as I possibly can 
 

X  X 

Sometimes I’m afraid that I may not perform as well as I’d like 
 

X  X 

I’m often concerned that I may not perform as well as I can 
perform 
 

X  X 
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The Task and Ego Orientation in Sport Questionnaire of Duda, Chi, Newton, Walling, & 
Catley (1995) 
 
Task Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I feel most successful when…    

   I learn a new skill and it makes me want to practice more X  X 

   I learn something that is fun to do X  X 

   I learn a new skill by training hard X  X 

   I work really hard   X 

   Something I learn makes me want to go and practice more X  X 

   A skill I learn really feels right X  X 

   I do my very best   X 

 
Ego Goal Subscale 
 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I feel most successful when…    

   I’m the only one who can do the skill or play  

 

X  X 

   I can do better than my friends X  X 

   The others can’t do as well as me X  X 

   Others  mess-up and I don’t X  X 

   I score the most points/goals/hits, etc. X  X 

   I’m the best X  X 
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The trichotomous Achievement Goal Questionnaire of Elliot and Church (1997) 

Mastery Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I want to learn as much as possible from this class X   

It is important for me to understand the content of this course as 
thoroughly as possible 

X   

I hope to have gained a broader and deeper knowledge of 
[subject] when I am done with this class 

X X  

I desire to completely master the material presented in this class X   

In a class like this, I prefer course material that arouses my 
curiosity, even if it is difficult to learn 

  X 

In a class like this, I prefer course material that really challenges 
me so I can learn new things 

X X  

 

Performance-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

It is important to me to do better than the other students X   

My goal in this class is to get a better grade than most of the 
students 

X   

I am striving to demonstrate my ability relative to others in this 
class 

X   

I am motivated by the thought of outperforming my peers in this 
class 

X   

It is important to me to do well compared to others in this class X   

I want to do well in this class to show my ability to my family, 
friends, advisors, or others 

X X  
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Performance-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I often think to myself, "What if I do badly in this class?'' X   

I worry about the possibility of getting a bad grade in this class X  X 

My fear of performing poorly in this class is often what 
motivates me 

X X X 

I just want to avoid doing poorly in this class X   

I'm afraid that if I ask my TA or instructor a "dumb" question, 
they might not think I'm very smart 

  X 

I wish this class was not graded   X 
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The 2 x 2 Achievement Goal Questionnaire of Elliot and McGregor (2001) 

 

Mastery-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I want to learn as much as possible from this class X   

It is important for me to understand the content of this course as 
thoroughly as possible 

X   

I desire to completely master the material presented in this class X   

 

Performance-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

It is important for me to do better than other students X   

It is important for me to do well compared to other students in 
this class 

X   

My goal in this class is to get a better grade than most of the 
other students 

X   
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Performance-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I just want to avoid doing poorly in this class X   

My goal in this class is to avoid performing poorly X   

My fear of performing poorly in this class is often what 
motivates me 

X X X 

 

Mastery-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I worry that I may not learn all that I possibly could in this class 

 

X  X 

Sometimes I’m afraid that I may not understand the content of 
this class as thoroughly as I’d like 

X  X 

I am often concerned that I may not learn all that there is to 
learn in this class 

X  X 
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The Revised 2 x 2 Achievement Goal Questionnaire of Elliot and Murayama (2008) 

 

Mastery-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

My aim is to completely master the material presented in this 
class 

X   

I am striving to understand the content of this course as 
thoroughly as possible 

X   

My goal is to learn as much as possible X   

 

Performance-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

My aim is to perform well relative to other students  X   

I am striving to do well compared to other students X   

My goal is to perform better than the other students X   
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Performance-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

My aim is to avoid doing worse than other students X   

I am striving to avoid performing worse than others X   

My goal is to avoid performing poorly compared to others X   

 

Mastery-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

My aim is to avoid learning less than I possibly could X   

I am striving to avoid an incomplete understanding of the course 
material 

X   

My goal is to avoid learning less than it is possible to learn 

 

X   
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Midgley’s et al. (2000) PALS scale. MAv items for the PALS developed by Bong (2009) 

 

Mastery-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I like school work that I’ll learn from, even if I make a lot of 
mistakes 

  X 

An important reason why I do my school work is because I like 
to learn new things 

X X  

I like school work best when it really makes me think  X  

An important reason why I do my work in school is because I 
want to get better at it 

X X  

I do my school work because I’m interested in it   X 

An important reason I do my school work is because I enjoy it   X 

 

Performance-Approach Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I would feel really good if I were the only one who could 
answer the teachers’ questions in class 

X X X 

It’s important to me that the other students in my classes think 
that I am good at my work 

  X 

I want to do better than other students in my classes X   

I would feel successful in school if I did better than most of the 
other students 

X X X 

I’d like to show my teachers that I’m smarter than the other 
students in my classes 

  X 

Doing better than other students in school is important to me X   
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Performance-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

It’s very important to me that I don’t look stupid in my classes  X  

An important reason I do my school work is so that I don’t 
embarrass myself 

 X  

The reason I do my school work is so my teachers don’t think I 
know less than others 

 X  

The reason I do my work is so others won’t think I’m dumb  X  

One reason I would not participate in class is to avoid looking 
stupid 

 X  

One of my main goals is to avoid looking like I can’t do my 
work 

 X  

 

Mastery-Avoidance Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I’m afraid that I won’t do my very best in my math class X  X 

I’m concerned that I may not learn all there is to learn from my 
math class 

X  X 

I’m afraid that I may not understand the lessons in my math 
class as completely as I should 

X  X 

It is important to me “not” to do my math work incorrectly X   

I worry that I may not learn all that I possibly could in math X  X 

It is important to me to avoid the possibility of not learning in 
my math class 

X   
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The Perception of Success Questionnaire by Roberts, Treasure, and Balague (1998) 

 

Task Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

In sport, I feel most successful when…    

   I reach my personal goal   X 

   I show clear personal improvement X  X 

   I perform to the best of my ability X  X 

   I overcome difficulties   X 

   I reach a goal   X 

   I work hard   X 

 

 

Ego Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

In sport, I feel most successful when…    

   I show others I am the best X X X 

   I’m the best X  X 

   I am clearly superior X  X 

   I outperform my opponents X  X 

   I beat other people X  X 

   I win X  X 
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The trichotomous Work Domain Goal Orientation Instrument of VandeWalle (1997) 

 

Learning Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I am willing to select a challenging work assignment that I can 
learn a lot from 

X   

I often look for opportunities to develop new skills and 
knowledge 

X   

I enjoy challenging and difficult tasks at work where I’ll learn 
new skills 

X  X 

For me, development of my work ability is important enough to 
take risks 

X  X 

I prefer to work in situations that require a high level of ability 
and talent 

  X 

 

Performance Prove Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I’m concerned with showing that I can perform better than my 
coworkers 

X X X 

I try to figure out what it takes to prove my ability to others at 
work 

X   

I enjoy it when others at work are aware of how well I am doing  X X 

I prefer to work on projects where I can prove my ability to 
others 

 X  
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Performance Avoid Goal Subscale 

 Goal Non-goal 

Item Standard Reason  

I would avoid taking on a new task if there was a chance that I 
would appear rather incompetent to others 

X X  

Avoiding a show of low ability is more important to me than 
learning a new skill 

 X X 

I’m concerned about taking on a task at work if my performance 
would reveal that I had low ability 

 X X 

I prefer to avoid situations at work where I might perform 
poorly 

  X 
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Appendix B 
Proposed items for a specific standards-based achievement goal questionnaire (based on 

Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011), across achievement domains. 

 

Instructions: The following statements represent types of goals that you may or may not have 

in your studies/work/sport. Indicate how true each sentence is for you. 

All of your responses will be kept anonymous and confidential. There is no right or wrong 

answer, so please be open and honest. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not at all 

true of me 

Rarely 

true of me 

Somewhat 

true of me 

Moderately 

true of me 

Reasonably 

true of me 

Very true 

of me 

Extremely 

true of me 

My goal is to… 

[Task-approach goal items] 

1. … get a lot of things right on this exam/test 

 .…get a lot of things right on this work 

assignment/project 

 .…get a lot of things right in this competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. … know a lot of things right on this exam/test 

 ….know a lot of things right on my work 

assignment/project 

 ….know a lot of things right in this 

competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. …have a lot of things correctly on this exam/test 

 .…have a lot of things correctly on this work          

assignment/project 

….have a lot of things correctly in this 

competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

[Task-avoidance goal items] 

4. … avoid getting a lot of things wrong on this 

exam/test 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 



 

 
Appendix B | page 209 

 

….avoid getting a lot of things wrong on this work 

assignment/project 

….avoid getting a lot of things wrong in this 

competition/exercise 

5. … avoid not knowing a lot of things right on this 

exam/test 

…avoid not knowing a lot of things right on this work 

assignment/project 

….avoid not knowing a lot of things right in this 

competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. … avoid missing a lot of things on this this 

exam/test 

…avoid missing a lot of things on this work 

assignment/project 

….avoid missing a lot of things in this 

competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

[Self-approach goal items] 

7. … perform better on this exam/test, than I have 

done in the past on similar exams/test 

….perform better on this work assignment/project, 

than I have done in the past on similar 

assignments/projects 

….perform better in this competition/exercise, than I 

have done in the past in similar competitions/exercises 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. … do well on this exam/test relative to how well I 

have done in the past on similar exams/test 

….do well on this work assignment/project relative to 

how well I have done in the past on similar exams/tests 

…do well in this competition/exercise relative to how 

well I have done in the past in similar 

competitions/exercises 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. …do better on this exam/test than I typically do in 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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this situation. 

…do better on this work assignment/project than I 

typically do in this situation 

…do better in this competition/exercise than I typically 

do in this situation  

[Self-avoidance goal items] 

10. … avoid performing worse on this exam/test , than 

I have done in the past on similar exams/tests 

….avoid performing worse on this work 

assignment/project, than I have done in the past on 

similar work assignments/projects 

…avoid performing worse in this 

competition/exercise, than I have done in the past in 

similar competitions/exercises 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. … avoid doing poorly on this exam/test relative to 

how well I have done in the past on similar exams/tests 

….avoid doing poorly on this work assignment/project 

relative to how well I have done in the past on similar 

work assignments/projects 

….avoid doing poorly in this competition/exercise 

relative to how well I have done in the past in similar 

competitions/exercises 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. … avoid doing worse on this exam/test than I 

typically do in this situation 

….avoid doing worse on this work assignment/project 

than I typically do in this situation 

….avoid doing worse in this competition/exercise than 

I typically do in this situation 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

[Other-approach goal items] 

13. … outperform others on this exam/test  

….outperform other on this work assignment/project 

….outperform other in this  competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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14. … do well compared to others in this exam/test  

….do well compared to others on this work 

assignment/project 

….do well compared to other in this 

competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. … do better than others on this exam/test  

…do better than others on this work 

assignment/project 

…. do better than others in this competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

[Other-avoidance goal items] 

16. … avoid performing worse than others on this 

exam/test  

….avoid performing worse than other on this work 

assignment/project 

….avoid performing worse than others in this 

competition/ exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17. … avoid doing poorly compared to others in this 

exam/test 

….avoid doing poorly compared to others on this work 

assignment/project 

…avoid doing poorly compared to others in this 

competition/exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18. … avoid doing worse relative to others on this 

exam/test  

…avoid doing worse relative to others on this work 

assignment/project 

….avoid doing worse relative to others in this 

competition/ exercise 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 



Appendix C | page 212 

Appendix C 

Proposed items for a general standards-based achievement goal questionnaire (based on 

Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011), across achievement domains. 

 

Instructions: The following statements represent types of goals that you may or may not have 

in your studies/work/sport. Indicate how true each sentence is for you. 

All of your responses will be kept anonymous and confidential. There is no right or wrong 

answer, so please be open and honest. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not at all 

true of me 

Rarely 

true of me 

Somewhat 

true of me 

Moderately 

true of me 

Reasonably 

true of me 

Very true 

of me 

Extremely 

true of me 

 

My goal is to… 

[Task-approach goal items] 

1. … get a lot of things right in my studies  

 .…get a lot of things right in my work 

 .…get a lot of things right in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. … know a lot of things right in my studies 

 ….know a lot of tasks right in my work  

 ….know a lot of  aspects right of my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. …have a lot of things correctly in my studies 

 .…have a lot of tasks correctly in my work        

….have a lot of aspects correctly in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

[Task-avoidance goal items] 

4. … avoid getting a lot of things wrong in my studies 

….avoid getting a lot of things wrong in my work 

….avoid getting a lot of things wrong in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. … avoid not knowing a lot of things right in my 

studies 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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…avoid not knowing a lot of tasks right in my work 

….avoid not knowing a lot of aspects right of my 

sports 

6. … avoid missing a lot of things in my studies 

…avoid missing a lot of tasks in my work 

….avoid missing a lot of aspects of my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

[Self-approach goal items] 

7. … perform better in my studies than I have done in 

the past 

….perform better in my work than I have done in the 

past ….perform better in my sports than I have done in 

the past 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. … do well in my studies relative to how well I have 

done in the past 

….do well in my work relative to how well I have 

done in the past 

…do well in my sports relative to how well I have 

done in the past 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. …do better in my studies than I typically do 

…do better in my work than I typically do 

…do better in my sports than I typically do 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

[Self-avoidance goal items] 

10. … avoid doing worse in my studies, than I 

normally do 

….avoid doing worse at my work, than I normally do 

…avoid doing worse in my sports, than I normally do 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. … avoid doing poorly in my studies compared to 

my typical levels of performance 

….avoid doing poorly at my work compared to my 

typical levels of performance 

….avoid doing poorly in my sports compared to my 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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typical levels of performance 

12. … avoid doing worse in my studies than I did 

before 

….avoid doing worse in my work than I did before 

….avoid doing worse in my sports than I did before 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

[Other-approach goal items] 

13. … outperform others in my studies  

….outperform others in my work 

….outperform others in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. … do well compared to others in my studies 

….do well compared to others in my work 

….do well compared to others in my sports 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. … do better than others in my studies 

…do better than others in my work 

…. do better than others in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 [Other-avoidance goal items] 

16. … avoid performing worse than others in my 

studies  

….avoid performing worse than others in my work 

….avoid performing worse than others in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17. … avoid doing poorly compared to others in my 

studies 

….avoid doing poorly compared to others in my work 

…avoid doing poorly compared to others in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18. … avoid doing worse relative to others in my 

studies  

…avoid doing worse relative to others in my work 

….avoid doing worse relative to others in my sports 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 



 

 
 
 



 



 

 
Dutch summary | page 217 

 

Dutch Summary 

Nederlandse Samenvatting 

 

In ons dagelijkse leven spelen doelen een belangrijke rol. Mensen streven korte 

termijn doelen na, lange termijn doelen, primaire doelen, secundaire doelen, specifieke 

doelen, vage doelen, persoonlijke doelen, of groepsdoelen. Volgens de invloedrijke 

psycholoog Alfred Adler (1931) is het moeilijk om zonder doelen te kunnen denken, te 

voelen, of überhaupt te bestaan. Daarom is het misschien ook weinig verassend dat 

psychologen zich al lang bezig houden met het bestuderen en begrijpen van doelen als 

manifestaties van gemotiveerd gedrag bij mensen. 

 Dit proefschrift richt zich op prestatiedoelen (voor een overzicht, zie Elliot, 2005). 

Prestatiedoelen zijn mentale representaties van de gewenste bekwaamheid op de korte of 

lange termijn in prestatie-relevante situaties. In het hedendaagse onderzoek op dit gebied 

wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen vier soorten prestatiedoelen (Elliot & Church, 2001; Elliot 

& Murayama, 2008). Individuen die naar mastery-approach (MAp) doelen streven richten 

zich op het behalen van succes op de taak, of op het zichtzelf verbeteren en vooruitgang 

boeken. Individuen die naar performance-approach (PAp) doelen streven, richten zich op het 

beter doen dan anderen. Individuen met performance-avoidance (PAv) doelen richten zich op 

het niet slechter doen dan anderen. Individuen met mastery-avoidance (MAv) doelen richten 

zich op het vermijden van falen op een taak, of op het niet slechter doen dan voorheen. 

Onderscheid wordt dus gemaakt tussen taak- of zelf-gerichte doelen (mastery), en anderen-

gerichte doelen (performance). Verder, wordt het onderscheid gemaakt tussen streef- 

(approach) doelen en vermijd- (avoidance) doelen.  

 In dit proefschrift hebben we ten eerste door middel van meta-analyses systematisch 

de relaties onderzocht tussen prestatiedoelen enerzijds, en taakprestaties en intrinsieke 

motivatie anderzijds. Door de resultaten uit eerdere onderzoeken te meta-analyseren kunnen 

uitspraken worden gedaan, en inzichten worden verkregen, die op basis van afzonderlijke 

onderzoeken niet mogelijk zijn (Borenstein et al., 2008; Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Ten tweede 

hebben wij twee relevante, maar grotendeels onderbelichte onderwerpen in de 
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prestatiemotivatie literatuur (i.e., de combinatie van prestatiedoelen en target doelen, en de rol 

van prestatiedoelen als moderatoren) onderzocht.  

Hieronder volgen eerst samenvattingen van de verschillende hoofdstukken. 

Vervolgens wordt besproken hoe onze resultaten bijdragen aan de literatuur over 

prestatiedoelen. Tot slot bieden wij een aantal richtlijnen voor praktische interventies en 

toekomstig onderzoek naar prestatiedoelen. 

 In drie verschillende meta-analyses (i.e., Hoofdstuk 2, 3, en 4) hebben we de relaties 

onderzocht tussen prestatiedoelen enerzijds, en taakprestaties en intrinsieke motivatie 

anderzijds. De resultaten van de eerste meta-analyse (Hoofdstuk 2) tonen aan dat, over het 

algemeen, zelf-aangenomen MAp doelen en PAp doelen positief zijn gecorreleerd met 

daadwerkelijke taakprestaties, terwijl PAv doelen en MAv doelen negatief zijn gecorreleerd 

met daadwerkelijke taakprestaties. Belangrijker nog is dat bepaalde moderatoren deze relaties 

beïnvloeden, waaronder het prestatiedomein (onderwijs, werk, sport). Bijvoorbeeld, de 

correlatie tussen PAp doelen en prestatie was beduidend sterker in het sportdomein dan in de 

onderwijs- en werksituatie. Verder blijkt het type schaal dat is gebruikt om prestatiedoelen te 

meten, een belangrijke moderator te zijn. Er waren bijvoorbeeld sterkere correlaties tussen 

MAp doelen en prestatie wanneer schalen zijn gebruikt die minder doel-relevante 

terminologie bevatten (e.g., “Ik doe mijn huiswerk omdat ik het interessant vind”). 

Daarentegen waren er hogere correlaties tussen PAp doelen en prestatie bij gebruik van 

schalen met meer doel-relevante terminologie (e.g., “Mijn doel is om het beter te doen dan 

anderen”).  

 In Hoofdstuk 3 hebben wij de relaties onderzocht tussen zelf-aangenomen 

prestatiedoelen en intrinsieke motivatie. De resultaten van deze meta-analyse tonen aan dat 

MAp en PAp doelen positief gecorreleerd zijn met intrinsieke motivatie, terwijl PAv doelen 

negatief, en MAv doelen niet gecorreleerd zijn met intrinsieke motivatie. Ook in dit geval 

blijken het prestatiedomein en het type schaal belangrijke moderatoren te zijn. Zo was er een 

negatieve correlatie tussen PAv doelen en intrinsieke motivatie in het onderwijsdomein, en 

een positief trend tussen dezelfde doelen en intrinsieke motivatie in het sportdomein. Tevens 

waren er sterkere correlaties tussen MAp doelen en intrinsieke motivatie bij gebruik van 

schalen met minder doel-relevante terminologie, en sterkere correlaties tussen PAp doelen en 

intrinsieke motivatie wanneer meer doel-relevante terminologie werd gebruikt in de 

doelinstrumenten. 
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 In Hoofdstuk 4 rapporteren we een meta-analyse van de effecten van experimenteel 

gemanipuleerde prestatiedoelen (e.g., “Voor de volgende taak vragen wij jou om het beter te 

doen dan anderen”) op taakprestaties. Uit deze meta-analyse kwam ten eerste naar voren dat 

in vergelijking met zowel PAv en MAv doelen, MAp en PAp doelen tot betere prestaties 

leiden. Ook in vergelijking met de situatie waarin het individu geen expliciet doel heeft (de 

“controle conditie”), hebben MAp doelen een gunstig effect op taakprestaties. Ten tweede 

vonden we – wanneer er geen feedback werd verwacht, of wanner er geen tijdslimiet werd 

opgelegd voor het voltooien van de taak – dat MAp doelen tot betere prestaties leiden dan 

PAp doelen. 

 Al met al, uit de resultaten van de drie meta-analyses blijkt dat MAp en PAp doelen 

over het algemeen positief zijn gecorreleerd met taakprestaties en intrinsieke motivatie, 

terwijl PAv en MAv doelen negatief zijn gecorreleerd met deze uitkomsten. Daarbij is het 

belangrijk om rekening te houden met de aanwezigheid van specifieke moderatoren (i.e., 

prestatiedomein, type schaal, het verwachten van feedback, tijdsdruk).  

 In Hoofdstukken 5 en 6 hebben wij twee relevante, maar grotendeels onderbelichte 

onderwerpen in de prestatiemotivatie literatuur aangepakt (i.e., de combinatie van 

prestatiedoelen en target doelen, en de rol van prestatiedoelen als moderatoren). 

Prestatiedoelen kunnen worden gecombineerd met specifieke target doelen die of makkelijk 

(e.g., “Jij doet het beter dan anderen als jij in de top 80% bent”) of moeilijk (e.g., “Jij doet het 

beter dan anderen als jij in de top 20% bent”) zijn. In Hoofdstuk 5 laten we zien dat mensen 

met hoge prestatieverwachtingen beter presteren wanneer zij een moeilijk MAp doel hebben 

in vergelijking met een eenvoudig MAp doel. In Hoofdstuk 6 onderzochten wij of het 

positieve verband tussen interesse en prestatie (Lepper & Henderlong, 2000; Renninger, 2000; 

Ryan & La Guardia, 1999; Van Yperen, 2003a) wordt gemodereerd door prestatiedoelen. De 

resultaten suggereren dat moeilijke PAp doelen het positieve verband tussen interesse en 

prestatie kunnen ondermijnen. Dat wil zeggen, bij mannen verdwijnt de relatie tussen 

interesse en prestatie wanneer zij moeilijke PAp doelen nastreven, terwijl bij vrouwen in dat 

geval de relatie tussen interesse en prestatie sterk negatief wordt.  

 Over de verschillende onderzoeken heen blijken MAp en PAp doelen in het algemeen 

goed te zijn voor taakprestaties en intrinsieke motivatie. Maar betekent dit dat MAp doelen 

evenals PAp doelen even sterk moeten worden bevorderd en gefaciliteerd in 

prestatiesituaties? Wij denken van niet. Ten eerste, MAp doelen zijn sterk gecorreleerd met 

andere wenselijke uitkomsten, zoals prosociaal gedrag (Darnon et al., 2006) en de bereidheid 
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om relevante informatie te delen (Poortvliet et al., 2007). PAp doelen daarentegen gaan 

sterker gepaard met exploitatiegedrag (Poortvliet et al., 2007) en bedrog (Van Yperen et al., 

2011). Ten tweede zijn PAp doelen (i.e., het beter doen dan anderen) veelal 

alomtegenwoordig in competentierelevante situaties (het klaslokaal, de werkplek, het 

sportveld), en is bevordering en facilitatie van deze doelen overbodig. Gezien de consistent 

positieve relaties tussen MAp doelen en wenselijke uitkomsten verdient de aanbeveling om in 

de praktijk de nadruk te leggen op MAp doelen, bijvoorbeeld door het geven van feedback in 

termen van vooruitgang, inspanning, en verbetering, in plaats van op normatieve evaluaties 

(Ames, 1992; cf., Van Yperen, 2003b). 

 Verder suggereren onze resultaten (zie Hoofdstuk 5) dat het bij het bestuderen van de 

consequenties van prestatiedoelen, en derhalve voor praktische interventies, zinvol is om 

rekening te houden met de prestatieverwachtingen van het individu, en de moeilijkheidsgraad 

van de prestatiedoelen (die kan worden gevarieerd door er targets aan te koppelen). In 

Hoofdstuk 6 tonen we aan dat prestatiedoelen de relaties tussen bepaalde variabelen (e.g., 

interesse) en prestatie beïnvloeden. De bevindingen suggereren dat PAp doelen minder 

geschikt zijn in situaties waar intrinsieke motivatie en interesse worden benadrukt.  

 Een central bevinding in dit proefschrift is tevens dat het type schaal dat wordt 

gebruikt om prestatiedoelen te meten, een belangrijke moderator blijkt te zijn in de relaties 

tussen prestatiedoelen en uitkomsten (i.e., taakprestaties en intrinsieke motivatie). Derhalve 

hebben we een meetinstrument ontworpen (zie bijlagen B en C) dat in alle prestatiedomeinen 

gebruikt kan worden, waardoor de resultaten over domeinen heen beter met elkaar kunnen 

worden vergeleken. De basis van dit meetinstrument – dat sterk voortbouwt op het werk van 

Elliot en zijn collega’s (e.g., Elliot & Murayama, 2008; Elliot et al., 2011) – is een heldere 

conceptualisatie van prestatiedoelen. Dat wil zeggen, de doelen referereren aan een concrete 

standaard (taak, zelf, of anderen), en zijn gericht op het verkrijgen van een positieve uitkomst 

(approach) of het vermijden van een negatieve uitkomst (avoidance). Dezelfde 

conceptualisatie van doelen zou ten grondslag moeten liggen aan de doelmanipulaties in 

experimenteel onderzoek.  
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