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Chapter 1 

General Introduction 

 

Kurt Lewin (1936) famously made an equation of human behavior as a function of the person 

and one’s environment. This equation has been applied broadly as a basis of various 

psychological processes over the subsequent decades. However, it is far too common that one 

aspect of the equation is favored over the other, which reflects in the traditional divide 

between social psychology’s emphasis of environment and personality psychology’s emphasis 

of the person. To fully explore psychological processes, both the environment and the person 

should be integrated into research questions. In line with more recent developments in both 

personality and social psychology, I propose a means to integrate two fundamental concepts: 

personality traits and motives within a specific environment (i.e., context-specific goals). 

 

Traits and motives are two key concepts in the history of psychology, each with a rich tradition 

spanning over several decades. However, these two concepts have largely developed 

independently from each other, which is likely due to their early origins. In the 1930’s Gordon 

Allport and Henry Murray each advocated for central concepts of human behavior. Allport 

(1937) stressed that one’s personality could be defined in terms of traits that describe how 

people behave in general (but included motivational traits among them). Alternatively, Murray 

(1938) proposed that motives were more fundamental and more essential in explaining 

behavior. While the trait and motive traditions acknowledged the importance of and the 

mutual compatibility of each other, advancements in traits and motives remained mainly 

independent and lacked strong development of their relationships (McClelland, 1951).  

 

Researchers in the last couple of decades have started to bridge this divide, showing that traits 

and goals are related constructs (Bleidorn, 2009; Little, Lecci, & Watkinson, 1992; Roberts & 

Robins, 2000; Roberts, O'Donnell, & Robins, 2004; Winter, John, Stewart, Klohnen, & Duncan, 

1998), and changes in life goals do predict changes in personality development (Roberts, 
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O'Donnell, & Robins, 2004). However, more work needs to be done to explore how these 

concepts are related and the processes occur in daily life. 

 

The purpose of this research is twofold. First, this research serves to explore how traits and 

motives are related. This investigation involves exploring this concept with broad, holistic 

personality traits of the Big Five, and also with the specific dimensions of perfectionism. 

Second, this research serves to investigate specific, momentary processes in which traits and 

motives function. This emphasis of process requires investigation at the context-specific level 

for both personality (i.e., personality states) and motives (i.e., context-specific goal pursuit).  

 

This research is important for at least three reasons. First, this research proposes a process in 

which personality traits can explain personality processes rather than merely describing how 

people are different. Currently, personality traits can describe ways in which people are 

different and predict outcomes for people who are high or low on a given trait. For example, we 

know that extraverts tend to be more talkative, sociable, and energetic than introverts, and we 

know that extraversion has a strong, positive relation with positive affect (Lucas & Fujita, 2000). 

This work proposes why people differ in their traits by investigating the specific, momentary 

process of both their personality and goals. In this sense, the reason why extraverts and 

introverts are different could be, in part, due to their different types of goal pursuit.  

 

Second, this research proposes a practical means in which people may choose to change their 

behavior. If context-specific goals cause changes in personality states, then goal adoption may 

be pivotal in how people can change their behavior. Moreover, this idea may reflect on existing 

work from Roberts, O’Donnell, and Robins (2004) that found that changes in life goal 

importance were related to changes in personality over a four-year span. These results suggest 

that not only does personality predict changes in contextual behavior, but this contextual 

behavior may also predict changes in personality over time. As such, goals may provide a key 

process by which people may change their personality traits over time. 
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Third, this research investigates how personality is integrated with achievement goal processes. 

Context-specific goals may predict specific changes in momentary personality, but it also could 

predict different achievement outcomes (e.g., performance and affect) through these changes 

in personality. These specific achievement processes could be beneficial across various 

achievement domains, such as school, work, and sport. 

 

In the next section, I shall outline the basic theoretical model that runs throughout the entire 

work. Each of these chapters tackled different parts of this theoretical model. Moreover, 

different concepts were used as a means to test the scope and applicability of this model in 

different areas of research. The core principle—the relations between personality and context-

specific goals—is the main thread present throughout this work. 

 

Whole Trait Theory 

Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2001; 2012) proposes a process model that integrates personality 

traits and social contexts. This theory shifts attention from general, broad measures of 

personality traits to specific, momentary measures of personality states. While differences 

between-people are important, studies have shown that differences between people are less 

than the variation in individual behavior from moment to moment (Noftle & Fleeson, 2009). For 

example, people may be very extraverted in one moment and very quiet the next moment—for 

extraverts and introverts alike. Whole Trait Theory proposes that these fluctuations in 

personality states are caused by external factors, such as changes in situations, or internal 

factors, such as changes in motivation. 

 

One specific part of Whole Trait Theory is the Specific States and Function Hypothesis (SSFH; 

McCabe & Fleeson, 2012). The SSFH (Figure 1) proposes that changes in personality states are 

caused by changes in relevant context-specific goals that people are pursuing in a given 

moment. The personality state serves as the process or means by which people pursue their 

goals. As personality states change, they also cause subsequent changes in relevant outcomes 

(e.g., state extraversion increasing state positive affect; Fleeson, Malanos, & Achille, 2002). A 
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person’s underlying personality trait may play a role in this underlying process, but the primary 

emphasis and crux of this model is the contextual relations between goals and states. From this 

specific trait manifestation (i.e., one’s personality state), one’s average level of goal pursuit 

could be used to infer one’s personality trait. 

 

Within this work, I explored the principles behind the SSFH in different ways. Chapter 2 was a 

direct extension of the original work done by McCabe and Fleeson (2012), testing goal-state 

relations in extraversion and conscientiousness. Chapter 3 investigates the relations between 

the Big Five personality traits and context-specific achievement goals. Chapter 4 considers 

personality states beyond the Big Five with the development and validation of the State 

Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (SMPS). Finally, Chapter 5 tested whether the SSFH 

applied to new concepts, specific whether achievement goals related to changes in state 

perfectionism. While these studies may appear to be quite different, they all tap into the same 

underlying theoretical construct outlined in the SSFH. As such, the following sections will 

explain the different trait and motive concepts presented throughout this work. 

 

Personality Traits 

The trait concept is commonly defined as “dimensions of individual differences in tendencies to 

show consistent patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions” (McCrae & Costa, 2003, p. 25). 

They are latent structures inherent to individuals, and they are reflected in one’s behavior. 

There have been many different approaches and theories of personality traits throughout the 

history of psychology, such as the “neuropsychic structures” proposed by Gordon Allport 

(1937). From this tradition, personality psychologists have tried to answer the big question of 

the number of traits that describe the person as a whole, which is reflected in popular models 

such as the Big Five (Costa & McCrae, 1985; Goldberg, 1981), the HEXACO model (Ashton & Lee, 

2009), and the Big Eight (De Raad, & Barelds, 2008). However, some specific personality traits, 

including perfectionism, (Hewitt & Flett, 2002), self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), and narcissism 

(Raskin & Terry, 1988), can be useful beyond the broad scope of the Big Five. These specific 

traits can describe important individual differences that may predict important behavioral 
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outcomes. Within this work, we explore both the broad scope of the entire Big Five (Chapter 3), 

specific personality states within the Big Five (extraversion and conscientiousness; Chapter 2), 

and the specific individual difference of trait and state perfectionism (Chapters 4 and 5).  

 

The Big Five 

One prominent trait approach proposed and developed in the 1980’s was the “Big Five” model 

(Goldberg, 1981) or the Five-Factor Model (Costa & McCrae, 1985). These models have subtle 

differences, but they both conceptualize personality into five fundamental factors:  

extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness to experience. Over 

the past few decades, support for the Big Five model has increased, which includes longitudinal 

studies (McCrae et al., 2000; Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006) and cross-cultural studies 

(McCrae et al., 2000; Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999). Moreover, each of these traits has been 

found to predict important life outcomes, including happiness, job satisfaction, and life 

expectancy (for a review, see Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006).  

 

The Big Five is commonly used to measure one’s personality as a whole. It also has a clear 

hierarchical structure from which subcomponents (i.e., facets) are organized (Paunonen, 1998). 

The subcomponents are highly correlated parts of a trait, and like the Big Five, there have been 

numerous proposals of the number and qualities of these facets (DeYoung, Quilty, & Peterson, 

2007). Therefore, to understand more specific relations between traits and motives, Chapter 2 

and Chapter 3 each feature not only Big Five traits, but also the subcomponents of these traits. 

 

Perfectionism 

Perfectionism is defined as a personality trait in which a person strives to be flawless in his or 

her actions (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Research in the early 1990’s advanced this concept by 

moving from a single dimension to a multidimensional trait structure (Frost, Marten, Lahart, & 

Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991) that encompasses specific facets of this broader trait. 

These dimensions of perfectionism are related to the broader framework of the Big Five, 

relating to both conscientiousness and neuroticism (Dunkley & Kyparissis , 2008; Rice, Ashby, & 
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Slaney, 2007). Several theories have outlined different perfectionism facets, each theory with 

its respective approach to measurement (Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Slaney et al., 

2001). Despite ongoing debate regarding perfectionism facets, there is growing consensus that 

there are positive, adaptive facets of perfectionism and negative, maladaptive facets of 

perfectionism (Gaudreau, 2012; Stoeber & Otto, 2006), supported by how the facets related to 

positive outcomes, such as achievement and positive affect, and to negative outcomes, such as 

stress, and anxiety. In this work, I utilized the three dimensions proposed by Frost and 

colleagues (1990): personal standards, doubts about actions, and concern over mistakes. All of 

these dimensions are discussed in further detail in later chapters (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5). 

 

Goals 

A goal can be defined as “a cognitive representation of a future object that the organism is 

committed to approach or avoid” (Elliot & Fryer, 2008). Breaking down this definition, goal 

pursuit is a process that involves strategy development (cognitive representation), commitment 

to action (goal commitment), and attainment of an end-state (future object). In its most basic 

process, goal pursuit results in either accomplishing or not accomplishing a goal. The process 

becomes more complex when other factors are added, such as conflicting goals or personal 

characteristics. 

 

There have been many theories that have defined and organized different goal constructs, 

particularly in the 1980’s (see Austin & Vancouver, 1996 for a review). These concepts can 

encompass a broad range in time—to specific desires in a given moment to life-long pursuits. 

These goal constructs can also vary in specificity, in which some concepts are concrete and 

specific, while other concepts are vague and abstract. Due to this wide range in conceptual 

content and measurement, goal research is often investigated within the scope of the specific 

concept of the study. 

 

Within this entire work, we focused on context-specific goals, or goals that are pursued within a 

given moment in time. By investigating goals in context, we identified potential processes by 
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which goals and traits interact. Chapter 2 introduces hypothesized momentary goals developed 

from the Specific States and Function Hypothesis (SSFH), which is an extension of previous work 

by McCabe and Fleeson (2012). The remaining chapters explore connections between traits and 

goals by utilizing a well-established goal concept and goal framework: achievement goals. 

 

Achievement goals 

The achievement goal construct emerged from decades of research into the different motives 

people have in achievement settings (Elliot, 2005). Initially, the primary emphasis of 

achievement goals was on two types of achievement goals: mastery and performance goals 

(Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984). The fundamental difference in these goal types is how 

individuals define their competence in a given achievement situation. Specifically, mastery 

goals use task-referenced and self-referenced competence standards, whereas performance 

goals are grounded in other-referenced competence standards. In the past two decades, the 

achievement goal framework has been expanded to account for goal valence, emphasizing that 

people strive to approach competence and to avoid incompetence. The two definitions of 

competence (master and performance) and the two types of valence (approach and avoidance) 

converged in the 2 × 2 achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Recently, this 

framework expanded to the 3 x 2 achievement goal framework, which split the mastery 

definition into two definitions (self and task) and maintained the performance definition (now 

called “other”; Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011). Both frameworks were utilized in this work: 

Chapter 3 utilized the 2 x 2 framework, and Chapter 5 utilized part of the 3 x 2 framework. As 

such, each of these individual goal concepts are defined and discussed in further detail in each 

of these chapters.  

 

Bridging the Divide:  Research on Trait-Goal relations 

When comparing traits and goals, they conceptually appear to be somewhat distinct from each 

other. Trait describe how people are acting, thinking, and feeling, while goals refer to specific 

cognitions of end-states that have yet to be attained. Traits have no active comparative 

element (either the presence or absence of a trait), while goals involve comparing one’s present 
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state to a desired or undesired end-state. Trait theory has yet to provide accounts of traits 

processes, whereas goals are inherently process-based concepts.  

 

Different investigations into trait-goal relations in the last couple of decades have started to 

bridge this divide, many researchers proposing different processes by which goals and traits are 

related. Many theories outline a causal process, in which traits or temperaments cause 

different types of goal pursuit (McCrae & Costa, 1999; Elliot & Thrash, 2002, 2010; Little, Lecci 

& Watkinson, 1992). Other theories propose that both traits and goals are independent but 

critical concepts of personality at different levels (Corker, Oswald, & Donnellan, 2012; 

McAdams, 1995) or the same level (Roberts & Robins, 2000; Roberts & Wood, 2006). Recently, 

Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2012) integrated the trait and goal concepts together, asserting 

that manifestations of traits can be used to achieve an individual’s goals (McCabe & Fleeson, 

2012; Chapter 2). Each of these theoretical approaches have merit, and research continues to 

explore how best to connect the trait and goal concepts. 

 

The theoretical approach presented in this work reflects the Specific States and Functions 

Hypothesis (Figure .11). While the model does include the traditional approach of personality 

traits predicting changes in goal pursuit, the crux of the model is the path between contextual 

goal pursuit and personality states. This specific path presents a way in which personality states 

can be used to achieve one’s goals in a specific moment. As such, the aggregate of these 

personality states can be used to infer the broader personality trait as a whole. Each chapter 

below tests paths of this model through various methods and constructs.  

 

Chapter Overview 

Chapter 2 

Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical concept behind this thesis—the Specific States and 

Function Hypothesis (SSFH). This concept builds upon an initial investigation by McCabe and 

Fleeson (2012), showing that specific momentary goals had strong relations to changes in state 

extraversion. Chapter 2 extended this work by exploring the trait-goal relations of extraversion  
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Personality  
Traits 

Context-
Specific Goals 

Personality 
States 

State-Relevant 
Outcomes 

e 

Specific States and Function Hypothesis Model 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 1.1. The following figure shows the model and the different paths explored throughout 
this work. These paths are as follows: 
 

● Chapter 2: Path b (momentary goals, state extraversion, & state conscientiousness).  
● Chapter 3: Path a (Big Five traits & achievement goals).  
● Chapter 4: Paths a, d, & c (State perfectionism scale).  
● Chapter 5:  Paths b, c, & e (achievement goals & state perfectionism). 

 
 
and conscientiousness. It also tested the SSFH in two key ways. First, an experiment tested the 
causal direction of the relation between personality states and momentary goals. Second, 
Chapter 2 highlighted whether observer reports reflect the same goal-state relations as self-
reports. 
 

Chapter 3 

One of the critiques of the SSFH is that it tests goals that are generated by the researchers, and 

as such, may only be a metric of the same underlying latent construct. While there is evidence 

that participants do discriminate between trait items and goal items (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012), 

another way to explore whether goals and traits are related is to utilize and incorporate existing 

goal frameworks. As such, the studies in Chapter 3 explore the relations of the Big Five 

personality traits and the context-specific goals of the 2 x 2 achievement goal framework. The 

two studies investigate trait-goal relations in an educational context with a U.S. sample and in 

an organizational context with a Dutch sample. 

 

Chapter 4 

Instead of solely investigating the SSFH within the Big Five framework, we wanted to test 

whether the basic theoretical principle behind the SSFH (i.e., whether personality states 

b a 

d 

c 
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function as a means to achieve one’s goals) could apply to personality traits outside the scope 

and the measurement of the Big Five. Our focus is on the specific trait of perfectionism—a trait 

with multiple dimensions that have been shown to be related to achievement goals (Stoeber, 

Stoll, Pescheck, & Otto, 2008; Stoeber et al., 2009). The purpose was to test whether 

momentary levels of perfectionism, or state perfectionism, would be related to context-specific 

achievement goals. Moreover, we wanted to investigate whether this relation would also be 

relevant in achievement processes. 

 

With no standardized scale of state perfectionism in the literature, the studies in Chapter 4 

presented the development and validation of the State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale 

(SMPS). The items were derived from existing trait perfectionism items, and it can be changed 

to adapt to different achievement domains (e.g., work, school, and sport). 

 

Chapter 5 

With the SMPS outlined and developed in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 tested whether achievement 

goals are related to state perfectionism, and whether these goal-state relations are meaningful 

in achievement processes. We outlined a mediation model derived from SSFH, which tests 

whether achievement goals predict changes in performance and state affect through state 

perfectionism. 
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Chapter 2 

Contextual Goal Pursuit & Personality States: 

Testing goals for state extraversion and state conscientiousness1 

 
Abstract 

Although traits and motivation are distinct concepts that have been treated mainly separately 
for almost a century of psychology, the purpose of these studies is to test the proposal that 
traits and motivation are intricately linked; specifically, that trait manifestations stand in service 
to goals by being the means by which people accomplish their goals. Study 1 used experience-
sampling methodology to show that almost half the variance in extraversion and 
conscientiousness manifestation, both between-person and within-person, was explained by 
goal pursuit differences. Study 2 used experimental methodology to show that extraversion and 
conscientiousness manifestation was causally dependent on goal pursuit. Study 3 employed 
observer ratings to show that goal to manifestation relationships are present in observed goals 
and manifestations. In all three studies, different goals affected different traits discriminatively, 
based on meaningful means-ends relationships. These findings provided strong evidence for a 
new conception of traits, in which traits are wholes with an explanatory, dispositional part 
inclusive of goals and a manifested part caused by and useful for goals; they provided a 
supported answer to long-standing questions about the conceptual relations between traits 
and motivation; and they clarified the meaning and nature of extraversion and 
conscientiousness by revealing what these traits are for. 
 
 

Although traits and motivation are two important and large concepts dominant in personality 

psychology, they are treated mainly separately because it is still not clear how they are related 

to each other.  The purpose of this paper is to test a novel proposal that traits and motivation 

are intricately linked; specifically, trait manifestations have a functional role in that they are the 

concrete means by which people accomplish their goals. The reason people manifest different 

traits at different times and to different degrees is the goals they are pursuing. An experience-

sampling study tests whether goal pursuit explains trait manifestation across ten days of 

everyday life. An experiment tests whether manipulated goal pursuit causes trait manifestation. 

An observer study tests whether goal to trait manifestation relationships are present in 

                                                           
1 This chapter is based on an earlier draft of McCabe, K. O., & Fleeson, W. (revise & resubmit). What are they trying 
to accomplish? Explaining trait manifestations as tools in the pursuit of goals. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology. 
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observer ratings. All three studies test whether goal pursuit affects manifestation of two 

different traits (extraversion and conscientiousness), and also whether different goals affect 

manifestation of different traits, linked by means-end relationships that are conceptually 

sensible.  

 

We believe this purpose may be interesting for at least three reasons. First, this study bridges 

the two historically divergent domains of traits and motivation by suggesting a new plausible 

answer to the long-standing question of their conceptual relations, and clarifying each concept 

in the process. The proposed answer is that traits have two parts, each part standing in a 

different conceptual relationship to goals (Fleeson, 2012; McCabe & Fleeson, 2012). One part of 

traits is explanatory, latent, and dispositional, and this part encompasses goals. The second part 

of traits is the descriptive, actual manifestation of traits, and this part of traits is proposed to be 

instrumentally in the service of goals, that is, to be useful behaviors employed to improve lives.   

 

Second, this paper demonstrates that the relationship between goals and trait manifestations is 

a causal one, flowing at least in part from goals to trait manifestations. The claims that goal 

pursuit partly explains trait manifestation and that trait manifestation is a tool employed to 

facilitate goal achievement require not only that goal pursuit is associated with trait 

manifestation but also that goal pursuit also actively brings about trait manifestation.  

 

Third, this study clarifies and elaborates the meaning and nature of extraversion and 

conscientiousness, two key traits within the Big 5 model. It does so by providing specific 

functions for each trait’s manifestations, by distinguishing the functions between the two traits, 

and by showing that goals are not related to trait manifestations for method variance reasons 

but are discriminatively predictive of trait manifestations in accordance with the usefulness of 

the trait manifestations for the goals. It answers the question, if traits are useful, what are they 

useful for?  
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Bridging the Trait & Motivation Concepts 

The trait concept (Allport, 1937) and the motive (or goal) concept (Murray, 1938) have a rich 

history in psychology, although the literatures of these concepts have remained largely distinct 

(Winter, John, Stewart, Klohnen, & Duncan, 1998).  

 

Trait Concept 

Traits can be defined as “dimensions of individual differences in tendencies to show consistent 

patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions” (McCrae and Costa, 2003, p. 25). Recently, 

researchers have rallied around one specific trait approach:  the Big Five model of personality 

(Goldberg, 1981; McCrae & John, 1992). A core strength of this approach is that the Big Five 

model has a clear structure and organization. The results from factor analyses extract the five 

fundamental personality traits, as well as any lower-order traits (i.e., facets or subcomponents). 

The fundamental weakness of the Big Five model is that it does not explain personality 

function—it only describes these individual differences. In its current form, the five-factor 

model does not explain why people differ on traits or how traits become manifest in behavior. 

 

Goal Concept 

We deal with a subset of motivational concepts–goals–in this paper, because we believe goals 

provide a trailhead for linking traits to motivation. A goal can be defined as “a cognitive 

representation of a future object that the organism is committed to approach or avoid” (Elliot & 

Fryer, 2008). Unlike the Big Five model, goals have a clear function and process. People pursue 

goals though strategy development (cognitive representation), commitment to action (goal 

commitment), and attainment of an end-point (future object). However, it is not clear how best 

to describe people in terms of goals, nor how individual differences in goals are structured and 

organized. Despite several excellent structures, there is still not consensus (Ford & Nichols, 

1987; Kuhl, 1994, Read et al., 2010; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001). Past attempts at goal 

structure may organize goals by content similarities in future, by intrinsic or extrinsic 

orientation, or by approach or avoidance orientations (Austin & Vancouver, 1996). For example, 

hedonistic goals are categorized together, separately from social goals, career goals, and so on.  



 

Chapter 2 | 14 

Two Distinct Traditions 

Traits and goals thus appear to be at least somewhat conceptually distinct entities. Traits are 

descriptive of how people are acting, thinking, and feeling in the present, whereas goals refer 

to unrealized end-points in the future. Traits may not have a direction of movement, whereas 

goals direct a person in a trajectory to reach the desired end-point. Traits have no comparative 

component, whereas goals involve comparing the present to the desired end-point with the 

intent to reduce any discrepancies. Trait theory has yet to provide accounts of traits processes, 

whereas goals are inherently process-based concepts. Traits have a clear structure but unclear 

functions; conversely, goals have an unclear structure but a clear function (McClelland, 1951; 

Roberts & Robins, 2000; Winter et al., 1998). 

 

Perhaps as a result of their conceptual differences, these constructs are explored in divergent 

traditions in psychology. The origin of this split dates back at least as far as Allport and Murray. 

Allport (1937) asserted that one’s personality could be defined in terms of traits that describe 

how people behave in general (but included motivational traits among them). Alternatively, 

Murray (1938) proposed that motives were more fundamental and more essential in explaining 

behavior. While the trait and motive traditions acknowledged the importance of  and the 

mutual compatibility of each other, advancements in traits and motives remained mainly 

independent and lacked strong development of their relationships (McClelland, 1951).    

 

Traits and Goals: Separate but Related? 

Several proposals have allowed for some connection between the two constructs but have 

usually maintained a clear distinction between the two constructs as being from different 

domains of psychological functioning. McAdams and Olson (2010) suggested that traits and 

goals make up different levels of analysis, although allowed the possibility of a still unspecified 

connection across the levels. Roberts and Wood (2006) kept traits and goals as at the same 

level of analysis, but maintained traits and goals as distinct domains of functioning, and also 

suggested that traits and goals are associated with each other. Five Factor Theory proposed 

that traits are the basic tendencies, and that traits cause characteristic adaptations to the 
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environment, which include motivation (McCrae & Costa, 1999). In a clever proposal, Winter 

and colleagues (1998) suggested that traits and motives do two different jobs, but are related in 

that they do their job at the same time, specifically, motives provide the direction of behavior 

whereas traits provide the style of behavior.  

 

Empirical work has demonstrated concurrent associations between major life goals and Big 5 

traits, such that extraversion predicted interpersonal, hedonistic, growth and political goals, 

agreeableness predicted interpersonal goals, conscientiousness predicted health, academic, 

and career goals, neuroticism predicted image goals, and openness predicted growth goals 

(Reisz & Ozer, 2011; Roberts & Robins, 2000; Roberts, O’Donnell, & Robins, 2004). Little, Lecci, 

& Watklnson (1992) showed that traits predicted appraisals of goals. Ludtke, Trautwein, and 

Husemann (2009) also reported longitudinal evidence showing a causal direction from traits to 

life goals but rarely the reverse.  

 

Two exceptions have proposed closer connections between traits and motivation. In the first 

exception, Carver, Sutton, and Scheier (2000), Elliot and Thrash (2002), and Read, Monroe, 

Brownstein, Yang, Chopra, & Miller (2010) identified two traits -- extraversion and neuroticism -

- with two motivational systems -- approach and withdrawal, respectively. In these systems, the 

behaviors, affects, cognitions, and motivations of extraversion and neuroticism work together 

closely to facilitate approaches and avoidances, respectively. The other exception comes from a 

group of recent researchers proposing the reverse causal direction and trying to predict 

momentary states rather than traits (Bleidorn, 2009; Heller, Komar, & Lee, 2007; Heller, 

Perunovic, & Reich, 2009; McCabe & Fleeson, 2012). This paper proposes a conception in line 

with this recent direction of research. 

 

Although these proposals suggest that integrating traits and goals promises to be a fruitful 

endeavor and may be compatible with many theories of traits and goals, most of the work of 

integration remains to be done (Wilt, Condon, Brown-Riddell, & Revelle, 2012). Are traits and 

motivational constructs separate and related, integrated, or identical?  Is there a causal 
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connection between traits and motivation, and in which direction or directions does it flow? 

What is the mechanism that connects motivations to traits? What types of motivational units 

(e.g. motives, life goals, or motivational systems) are related to traits? Which motives or goals 

distinguish between the traits? 

 

Whole Trait Theory 

In this paper, we use a model that integrates traits and motivation in a novel and intimate way 

to address these questions.  Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2012; Fleeson & Jolley, 2006) does 

this by proposing that traits have two parts, a descriptive part and an explanatory part, and by 

detailing the connection between the two parts.  

 

The Descriptive Side of Traits: Density Distributions of Personality States 

Whole Trait Theory proposes that the descriptive parts of traits are accumulations of trait 

manifestations in everyday life.  A manifestation is also known as a “personality state” (Fleeson, 

2001). A manifestation is a way of being, including behavior, affect, cognition (Pytlik-Zillig, 

Hemenover, & Dienstbier, 2002), which operates on the world or oneself. A manifestation 

operates on the world by changing it in some particular way. It is a manifestation of the trait 

because its features and operations on the world are describable by the trait term and 

distinguishable by the trait term (e.g., the operation of expressing wishes to others is a 

manifestation of extraversion because it is describable by terms such as dominant). A 

manifestation makes the latent trait content into an active state. Manifestations are measured 

the same way as personality traits, by using the same content (e.g., adjectives) and the same 

scale (e.g., 7-point scale), but describing the person in the moment rather than in general.  

 

The accumulation of an individual’s states over a reasonable period of time (e.g., one week) 

builds up distribution of states for a given dimension: the number of occasions on which the 

individual manifested the trait at each given level. Several studies have now revealed two key 

qualities of these distributions (Fleeson & Noftle, 2008). First, the distributions are wide, 

because the typical individual varies along an entire state dimension quite a bit. For example, 
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people have the capacity to behave either extraverted or introverted in a given moment, even 

if they generally are introverts or extraverts (Fleeson and Gallagher 2009). Second, despite the 

fact that individuals manifest states all along the dimensions of most traits, they have differing 

frequencies with which their states manifest different levels of the dimension, and these 

differing frequencies are very stable. 

 

The Explanatory Part of Traits 

Whole trait theory does not limit traits to descriptive entities, but rather also includes a second, 

explanatory part to the traits themselves. The second part of whole traits is the explanatory 

part, and it consists of the causal machinery that produces distributions of states.2 Based on 

Allport (1937) and CAPS (Mischel & Shoda, 1995), the explanatory part is made up of links 

between trait-relevant nodes. This idea is in contrast to temperamental, stylistic, or habitual 

explanations of trait manifestations. Explanatory links in whole trait theory connect inputs such 

as goals, situation interpretations, and expectations to the output trait manifestations. A 

primary type of link is the link connecting pursuit of a goal to manifestation of a corresponding 

trait. These links are stable parts of a person, but latent, and explain trait manifestation 

partially as being caused by pursuit of a goal flowing along the link to manifestation of the trait.  

 

We test the existence of these links by testing whether activated pursuit of a goal leads to 

manifestation of the trait. For example, if a person has the goal of trying to have fun, he or she 

may increase his or her state sociability (a subcomponent of extraversion), as a means to reach 

his or her goal. When goals are the causal force, states can be conceived of as instruments, 

means, or tools employed to achieve the goal; states are relegated to a support role. Thus, an 

individual’s current states should be predictable from the individual’s current goals, and 

variation within a person in states across moments should be due to variation in goal pursuit 

across moments. At the between-person level, it should be possible to predict individuals’ 

mean levels of states from the mean levels of their goals, and differences between people in 

                                                           
2 It also would be possible to term the explanatory part of traits the “dispositional” part of traits, and it also would 
be possible to term the descriptive part of traits as the “manifest” part of traits. In this paper, we will continue with 
the terminology used in previous papers in order to avoid confusion. 
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states should be due to differences between people in their habitual goals. 

 

Whole Traits 

Because individuals differ in the explanatory links, they will differ in the outputs of the links and 

ultimately will differ in the distribution of states they manifest in their behavior. Thus, the 

descriptive, manifesting part of traits is intimately linked to the explanatory, causal part of 

traits, and, individual differences in the descriptive, manifesting part of traits are intimately 

linked to individual differences in the explanatory, causal part of traits. Putting the two parts 

together results in what we are calling “whole traits.” 

 

Traits and motivation are thus proposed to be integrated in two ways.  First, goals are key 

inputs in the links making up the explanatory part of traits.  Second, goals cause the 

manifestations of traits, meaning that the causal direction is from goals to states and one 

mechanism linking traits to motivation is that trait manifestations are tools for goal pursuit. 

 

Specific States and Functions Hypothesis: Identifying What a Trait is For 

Testing this proposal that Big Five states are tools for accomplishing goals requires identifying 

the goals that the states facilitate. That is, if the trait is manifested as a tool, what is it a tool 

for? Trying to identify goals at the trait level is a difficult task. For example, trying to identify the 

goals of being an extravert is so daunting that many theorists have concluded that traits do not 

have a purpose (Pervin, 1994). Based on Whole Trait Theory, the Specific States and Functions 

Hypothesis (SSFH) offers the proposal that attending to the manifestation of specific 

subcomponents of traits and specific goals will lead to identifying the purposes of traits.  Rather 

than trying to identify the different broad goals that people with different broad traits have, the 

SSFH is action-oriented – it is the specific, focused activity that binds goals to traits. 

 

There are three key features to this hypothesis. First, because manifestations consist of actual 

operations on the world (actions, beliefs, and emotions), these operations can be seen as 

potentially useful for and guided by intentions to change the world in specific ways. For 
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example, being dominant for the moment can be seen as an operation on the world that 

changes the world in a specific way, a way which might be useful for specific goals. Latent trait 

content is turned into actions (i.e., manifested into states) when the states’ potentials as tools 

is needed for a particular goal. Second, SSFH uses the specificity of subcomponents (aka 

“facets”) to make it clearer that states are useful operations on the world. For example, the 

usefulness of extraversion as a whole is less clear than is the usefulness of being talkative or 

assertive. Examining the content of the subcomponents suggests the kinds of goals they might 

be useful for. Just as a hammer’s shape and composition makes it good for some purposes and 

less good for other purposes, the content and operations of states are good for some purposes 

and less good for other purposes. Third, SSFH attends to specific short-term goals rather than 

large-scale life goals to makes it easier to see the connections to specific operations that need 

to be completed to accomplish the goal. For example, it is easier to see what specific operations 

are needed for the specific goal of conveying information than what specific operations that are 

needed for the life goal of becoming a teacher. 

 

To instantiate these features, the specific states and functions identification procedure uses a 

template to identify specific goals:  “I am intentionally (subcomponent means) in order to (goal 

end) in a given moment.” By substituting in a specific subcomponent, it is possible to generate 

candidate specific goals. For example, “I am intentionally assertive in order to be the center of 

attention in a given moment,” or “I am intentionally assertive in order to avoid being ignored by 

others in a given moment.”  

 

This hypothesis is tentatively inclusive of approach and avoidance goals and of goals for the 

high end and for the low end of the state dimension. Since goals can include moving toward or 

moving away from an object, both approach and avoidance goals are possibly causal of states 

(Elliot & Fryer, 2008). Because it is possible that the high end and low ends of traits represent 

different operations on the world, it is possible that they are tools for distinct goals.  

 

McCabe and Fleeson (2012) provided the first test of the SSFH, using the trait of extraversion 
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and an experience-sampling study. They generated three goals for each of six extraversion 

subcomponents and tested whether variation in momentary extraversion states was 

predictable from variation in goals. They found that 74% of the variation in extraversion states, 

both between- and within-person, was explained by the goals people were pursuing at the 

moment. Heller, Komar, and Lee (2007) have also shown that within-person state variation is 

associated with goal variation, although they used broad approach and avoidance motivations.  

 

However, McCabe and Fleeson (2012) tested only one trait, whereas the hypothesis claims that 

all of the Big Five traits have functions. Furthermore, there was a positive manifold in their 

study, in that all but one of the goals positively related to all of the subcomponents. Thus, the 

results could have been due to a general positive responding style or social desirability. Because 

the hypothesis predicts that different states have at least some different functions, it is a critical 

test whether goals show discriminative relationships to the traits. More importantly, because 

their study was an experience-sampling study, they were not able to test the critical tenet that 

goals actually cause trait manifestation. The hypothesis is clear that states are tools serving the 

function of the goals, so it is clear that goals have to be causes of states.  

 

Extraversion and Conscientiousness 

We tested the specific state and function hypothesis by identifying goals for two traits—

extraversion and conscientiousness. These traits were also used because they have clearly 

distinct content, allowing a critical test of the SSFH. 

 

Extraversion 

Generally, extraversion is a quality or disposition that describes active people who are sociable, 

talkative, and assertive. Researchers have proposed different possibilities for extraversion’s 

core, including sociability (McCrae & Costa, 2003, p. 46), positive affect (Watson & Clark, 1997), 

and sensitivity to reward (Depue & Collins, 1999), and a “fusion of assertiveness and activity 

level” (Goldberg, 1993, p. 30). The specific extraversion subcomponents also are a debated 

issue. For example, McCrae and Costa (2003, p. 47) assert six facets of extraversion: 
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gregariousness, assertiveness, warmth, activity, excitement-seeking, and positive emotions. In 

this study, we focused on three primary subcomponents of extraversion—sociability (Study 1 

and study 2), assertiveness (Study 1 and study 3), and talkativeness (Study 2 and Study 3)—

based on previous work and past research (Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999).  

 

In our scheme, these subcomponents represent operations on the world (actions, cognitions, 

feelings) that may be intended to change the world in goal-facilitating ways. It is not so difficult 

to see being sociable, assertive, or talkative as changes to the world that may realize desired 

goals. For each subcomponent, we constructed a template sentence in order to generate 

candidate goals.  

 

Conscientiousness 

Conscientiousness can be described as the tendency to follow the rules, to be goal-directed, 

and to delay gratification (John & Strivastava, 1999). The core element of conscientiousness 

also is debated, with some theorists stressing the importance of achievement striving while 

others emphasize impulse control (McCrae & John, 1992). This trait is likely a synthesis of 

persistence and diligence in various everyday situations. There are several theorized structures 

of conscientiousness subcomponents, ranging from four facets (Peabody and DeRaad, 2002), six 

facets (McCrae and Costa, 2003), to seven facets (Roberts et al., 2004). In this study, we 

focused on two primary subcomponents of conscientiousness—organization and 

industriousness—based on past research (Roberts et al., 2004; Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999). It is 

not too difficult to see organization and industriousness as operations on the world that have 

the potential to facilitate goal pursuit.  

 

Overview of Studies 

We tested the subcomponent state function hypothesis across three different studies. Study 1 

was an experience-sampling study to test whether momentary goals predict changes in 

personality states, and in particular, whether state extraversion and state conscientiousness 

were clearly related to distinct goals. Study 2 is an experiment to test whether goal assignment 
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caused changes in personality states in everyday life. Study 3 includes observers, to test the 

validity of the goal and trait manifestation ratings and to see whether observable aspects of 

targets’ goals and trait manifestations stand in the same relationships to each other as 

evidenced in self-reported goals and trait manifestations. 

 

Study 1: Method 

Participants & Procedure 

Participants. Forty-four undergraduate students participated in the fulfillment of an 

introductory psychology course requirement (two enrolled but withdrew). 

 

Experience sampling methodology. Participants attended a forty-five minute information 

session. At the end of the information session, participants could withdraw from the study for 

partial credit. Participants then completed a consent form and a questionnaire. Following the 

information session, participants carried personal digital assistants (PDAs) for ten days. Each 

report took 1 to 3 minutes to complete. The participants answered questions 5 times each day, 

with each report divided in 3-hour intervals (noon, 3pm, 6pm, 9pm, and midnight). All 

questions asked participants to reflect on their goals and behavior within the last half-hour. 

During the study, we asked participants to come to the lab two separate times to download 

data. After ten days, participants returned the PDA and completed a final questionnaire. 

 

Data quality. The experience-sampling data was cleaned following recommended techniques 

(McCabe, Mack, & Fleeson, 2011). Participants were informed to skip a report if the scheduled 

time was a major inconvenience (e.g., if they were driving or sleeping). Participants could 

complete a report up to an hour after the scheduled time, reflecting on the 30 minutes before 

the new time of the report. If participants completed 35 or more (of 50 possible) valid reports 

(70% response rate), they were rewarded with additional research credit. 

 

We excluded reports from analyses if they did not meet specific criteria (McCabe et al., 2011). 

These criteria include:  a) reports outside the fixed schedule, b) more than one report  within a 
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period, c) individual questions completed too quickly (less than 50 ticks, or 5 tenths of a 

second), and d) reports completed too quickly (half the questions answered in less than 50 

ticks). After excluding the reports that did not meet this criteria, participants on average 

completed 36 reports (72% response rate), with a range of 10 to 47 reports. Of the 1,772 

reports, 181 reports (10.2 percent of the data) were excluded, leaving 1,591 valid reports. 

 

Materials 

When answering questions on the PDAs, participants were asked to answer questions about 

their momentary goals and personality states in the last 30 minutes. In addition to completing 

the experience-sampling reports, participants completed questionnaires before and after the 

study that are not used in this paper. 

 

Extraversion and conscientiousness items. Extraversion and conscientiousness were assessed 

with adjectives used in Big Five research (Roberts et al., 2004; Saucier & Goldberg, 1996; 

Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999). These adjectives were used in question form (e.g., “How sociable 

were you in the last 30 minutes?”), with response options on a six-point scale (1 = Not at all; 6 = 

Very, with 7 = Not Applicable). Three extraversion adjectives were selected for each of the two 

subcomponents (sociability: sociable, outgoing, unsociable; assertiveness: assertive, bold, 

unassertive). Three conscientiousness adjectives were selected for each the two 

subcomponents (organization: organized, systematic, disorganized; industriousness: persistent, 

purposeful, lazy). Reliability for the states and subcomponents were acceptable (Extraversion:  

Cronbach’s α = .82; Conscientiousness:  α = .82; Assertive:  α = .70, Sociable:  α = .88; Organized:  

α = .72; Industrious:  α = .70). 

 

Goal pursuit. Participants were asked how frequently they pursued the sixteen goals 

throughout the study. Following the SSFH, we identified goals relevant to state extraversion 

and state conscientiousness. For each subcomponent, two approach goals and two avoidance 

goals were selected. Within each subcomponent, one approach goal and one avoidance goal 

were predicted for the high valence end of the state (e.g., in consciously trying to be sociable, I 
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am trying to have fun). The other approach goal and the other avoidance goal were predicted 

for the low valence end of the state (e.g., in consciously trying to be unsociable, I am trying to 

regain energy). This structure was developed to tap the full range of motivation and the full 

range of the personality state. A list of all goals with their hypothesized subcomponent 

relationships and valences can be found in the Results tables. During the experience-sampling 

portion of the study, participants answered questions on goal pursuit frequency (e.g., how 

much were you trying to have fun in the last 30 minutes?). Responses were on a 6-point scale (1 

= Never; 6 = All the Time, with 7 = Not Applicable). We also had additional goal measures 

before and after the experience-sampling period, but they were not used in these analyses. 

 

Study 1 Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2.1 shows the means and standard deviations for the personality states. These analyses 

show a general distribution of the states over the experience-sampling period. On average, 

participants were more conscientious than extraverted. Specifically, they were more organized 

and industrious then sociable and assertive.  

 

Table 2.1 

Descriptive Statistics of Personality States 
              
 
        M  SD 
              

Extraversion 3.59 1.18 
 Sociable Subcomponent 3.66 1.45 
 Assertive Subcomponent 3.53 1.15 
 
Conscientiousness 4.10 1.02 
 Organization Subcomponent 4.19 1.10 
 Industriousness Subcomponent 4.01 1.15 
              
Notes:  Participants rated their personality states on a six-point scale from 1 “Not at all” to 6 “Very (adjective), with 
a Not Applicable option. 
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Table 2.2 shows the means and standard deviations for all sixteen momentary goals. 

Participants’ ratings of goal pursuit were in the middle of the scale on average. The results show 

that the goals varied in frequency, with the lowest mean being for trying to be the center of 

attention and the highest mean being for trying to direct energy where it is needed most. High 

standard deviations indicate that goal pursuit varied from moment to moment. 

 

Table 2.2 

Descriptive Statistics of Goals 
              
 
        M  SD 
              
 
Have fun (S+) 3.18 1.68 
Avoid missing an opportunity (S+) 2.96 1.55 
Regain energy/Recharge Batteries (S-) 3.05 1.65 
Avoid embarrassing yourself (S-) 2.46 1.51 
Center of attention (A+) 2.10 1.33 
Avoid being ignored by others (A+) 2.42 1.40 
Fit in (A-) 2.45 1.42 
Avoid conflict (A-) 2.36 1.44  
Use time effectively (O+) 2.42 1.40 
Avoid forgetting to do something (O+) 3.12 1.62 
Direct your energy where it is needed most (O-) 4.15 1.50 
Avoid being uptight (O-) 3.98 1.61 
Get tasks done (I+) 3.99 1.67 
Avoid making mistakes (I+) 3.24 1.63 
Put off worrying about something (I-) 3.14 1.48 
Avoid a challenge (I-) 2.60 1.44 
              
Notes:  Personality States Extraversion (E), Conscientiousness (C). Extraversion Subcomponents:  Sociable (S), 
Assertive (A). Conscientiousness Subcomponents:  Organization (O), Industrious (I). The notation next to each goal 
reflects the hypothesized relationship to each subcomponent and the direction of this hypothesized relationship 
(e.g., S+ positively valenced relationship with the sociable subcomponent). 
 

 

Approach to Data Analysis 

In Study 1, the main test of the SSFH is whether the hypothesized state functions (i.e., the 

momentary goals) predicted changes in the corresponding personality states. We analyzed the 
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data using multilevel modeling to test the hypothesis in two ways. First, we used a model in 

which all hypothesized state functions predicted changes in the personality states to determine 

the overall variance explained by the goals. Second, we ran models with each hypothesized 

state function predicting each personality state to test the individual, bivariate relationships. 

 

Calculating the variance in states. Multilevel modeling does not provide a direct calculation of 

the overall variance explained by the predictors (e.g., ΔR2 in hierarchical regression). Therefore, 

we used a series of equations to determine the variance in the personality states that was 

explained by the goals. First, we ran an unconditioned model of state extraversion, which 

revealed the total amount of variance in state extraversion without any of the predictors in the 

model. This analysis reveals how much variance in extraversion is due to differences between 

people (between-person variance) or to an individual’s changes from moment to moment 

(within-person variance). By using the residual and intercept estimates from the random effects 

calculations, the between-person variance for the unconditioned model, which we called Model 

0 (M0), can be calculated as follows: 

 

 % Between Person VarianceM0  =                   Intercept VarianceM0               (1) 

  Intercept VarianceM0 + Residual VarianceM0 

 

Similarly, the within-person variance for the unconditioned model can be calculated as follows: 

 

 % Within Person VarianceM0  =                    Residual VarianceM0                           (2) 

  Intercept VarianceM0 + Residual VarianceM0 

 

Second, we ran additional multilevel models with predictors. In the first model, we added the 

eight hypothesized extraversion functions as Level 1 predictors of state extraversion. We 

calculated the between-person variance and within-person variance in a similar way, using the 

new intercept1 and new residual1 values in the numerator. However, the denominator 

remained the same from the unconditional model. The equation to determine the percentage 
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of the original total variance that remained unexplained between person variance in this model, 

which we called Model 1 (M1), was calculated as follows: 

 

 % Between Person VarianceM1  =                  Intercept VarianceM1               (3) 

  Intercept VarianceM0 + Residual VarianceM0 

 

Similarly, the percentage of the original total variance that remained unexplained within-person 

variance for this model was calculated as follows: 

 

 % Within Person VarianceM1  =                   Residual VarianceM1                         (4) 

  Intercept VarianceM0 + Residual VarianceM0 

 

To calculate the amount of variance in state extraversion explained by the goals, we added the 

unexplained between-person varianceM1 and the unexplained within-person varianceM1, and 

subtracted this total from the original total variance. This method can be repeated for multiple 

models, as long as the residual and intercept estimates from the unconditional model are in the 

denominator. 

 

Partitioning Variance in State Extraversion 

Table 2.3 shows the all the results of partitioning the variance in state extraversion using this 

procedure. In the unconditioned model, most of the variance can be attributed to within-

person fluctuations, meaning that most of the changes in extraversion manifestation involve 

people changing their level of extraversion from moment to moment (Fleeson, 2001; McCabe & 

Fleeson, 2012). When the 8 hypothesized extraversion functions were added to the model, the 

unexplained within-person variability reduced substantially from 82.45 percent to 41.21 

percent, while the unexplained between-person variability reduced from 17.35 percent to 

13.59 percent. Thus, the 8 goals explained 45.19 percent of the variance in state extraversion, a 

substantial part of both within-person and between-person variability in state extraversion. 
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Table 2.3 

Partitioning the Variance in State Extraversion 
             
   
 Estimate Percentage 
             
 
Unconditioned Model 
 Between-Person Variance 0.25 17.56% 
 Within-Person Variance 1.16 82.45% 
 
Hypothesized Extraversion Functions Model 
 Between-Person Variance 0.19 13.59% 
 Within-Person Variance 0.58 41.21% 
 Variance Explained by Goals -- 45.19% 
 
All Hypothesized State Functions Model 
 Between-Person Variance 0.18 12.87% 
 Within-Person Variance 0.55 39.14% 
 Variance Explained by Goals -- 47.98% 
             
Notes: All analyses were conducted through multilevel modeling, using the equations outlined in the section 
above. 
 

 

Partitioning Variance in Conscientiousness 

Table 2.4 shows the results of partitioning the variance in state conscientiousness. As for state 

extraversion, most of the state conscientiousness variance can be attributed to within-person 

fluctuations over the study period. When the 8 hypothesized conscientiousness goals were 

added to the model, the unexplained within-person variability reduced substantially from 82.36 

percent to 39.08 percent, while the unexplained between-person variability reduced from 

17.64 percent to 11.57 percent. The 8 goals explained 49.35 percent of the variance in 

conscientiousness, a substantial part of both within-person and between-person variability in 

state conscientiousness. Thus, this result shows that substantial amounts of variance in trait 

manifestation are predicted by goals for multiple traits, not just extraversion, and that this 

finding appears to be a trait-general finding.  

 



 

Chapter 2 | 29 

Table 2.4 

Partitioning the Variance in State Conscientiousness 
              
 
 Estimate Percentage 
              
 
Unconditioned Model 
 Between-Person Variance 0.18 17.54% 
 Within-Person Variance 0.85 82.36% 
 
Hypothesized Conscientiousness Functions Model 
 Between-Person Variance 0.12 11.57% 
 Within-Person Variance 0.40 39.08% 
 Variance Explained by Goals -- 49.35% 
 
All Hypothesized State Functions Model 
 Between-Person Variance 0.09 9.07% 
 Within-Person Variance 0.34 32.70% 
 Variance Explained by Goals -- 58.23% 
              
Notes: All analyses were conducted through multilevel modeling, using the equations outlined in the section 
above. 
 
 

Bivariate and Determinant Predictions of All Goals and All States 

Beyond the shared variance, we also predicted that certain goals had specific, hypothesized 

state functions. We tested these predictions by analyzing the bivariate relationships between 

each goal and each state. Rather than conducting correlations, we ran a series of multilevel 

models with one goal predicting one personality state or personality subcomponent. This 

process controlled for between-person variance and within-person variance in the experience-

sampling data. Each goal had a specific relationship with a state (extraversion or 

conscientiousness) and valence (positive relationship with the state or a negative relationship 

with the state). Table 2.5 shows the unstandardized beta weights of all these analyses, showing 

the degree to which the goals predict changes in the personality state for the average 

participant. 
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Table 2.5 

Bivariate Relationships between Goals and Personality States 
              
 
 Goals States Subcomponents               
        
 
 E C S A O I 

 b b b b b b 
         

Have fun (S+) .36** -.06 .49** .29** -.09* -.04  
Avoid missing an opportunity (S+) .16** .18** .13* .19** .11* .23**  
Regain energy/Recharge Batteries (S-) -.11** -.26** -.09* -.12** -.20** -.32**  
Avoid embarrassing yourself (S-) .34** .05  .42** .25** -.04 .10*  
Center of attention (A+) .47** .01 .60** .32** -.09* .08*  
Avoid being ignored by others (A+) .33** .00 .43** .24** -.05 .04  
Fit in (A-) .42** .03 .55** .28** -.05 .08*  
Avoid conflict (A-) .14** .03 .19** .10** .02 .04  
 
Use time effectively (O+) .00 .35** -.07 .08* .32** .39**  
Avoid forgetting to do something (O+) .02 .21** -.03 .07* .19** .24**  
Direct energy where it is needed (O-) .04 .40** -.03 .12** .32** .41**  
Avoid being uptight (O-) .21** .03 .26** .17** -.02 .06  
Get tasks done (I+) -.01 .36** -.08 .08* .32** .39**  
Avoid making mistakes (I+) .07* .26** .02 .13** .22** .30**  
Put off worrying about something (I-) .05 -.04 .06 .02 -.04 -.05  
Avoid a challenge (I-) -.06 -.18** -.06 -.06* -.14** -.22** 
        
Notes:  Personality States Extraversion (E), Conscientiousness (C). Extraversion Subcomponents:  Sociable (S), 
Assertive (A). Conscientiousness Subcomponents:  Organization (O), Industrious (I). The notation next to each goal 
reflects the hypothesized relationship to each subcomponent and the direction of this hypothesized relationship 
(e.g., S+ positively valenced relationship with the sociable subcomponent). All unstandardized beta coefficients 
were calculated through multilevel modeling, with one goal as a predictor variable and the trait or subcomponent 
as the outcome variable. 
* p < .05   
**p < .01 
 

 

Hypothesized extraversion functions. All eight hypothesized extraversion functions were 

significantly related to state extraversion. The strongest relationship was for the goal of trying 

to be the center of attention (b = .47, p < .01). When checking the valence of these 
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relationships, the four positively valenced goals had significant, positive relationships with state 

extraversion. However, only one of the four negatively valenced goals had a significant, 

negative relationship with extraversion (to regain energy/to recharge batteries:  b = -.11, p < 

.01). The results at the subcomponent level reflected the trait level pattern with all eight goals 

relating to both talkative and assertive subcomponents. The strongest relationship for both 

subcomponents was to the goal of trying to be the center of attention (talkative b = .60, p < .01; 

assertive b = .32, p < .01). The results mostly supported the hypothesized directions, and 

supported previous findings (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012).  

 

Hypothesized conscientiousness functions. Six of the eight hypothesized goals were 

significantly related to state conscientiousness. The goal with the strongest relationship to state 

conscientiousness was to direct energy where it was needed most (b = .40, p < .01). The four 

positively valenced hypothesized conscientiousness functions had significant, positive 

relationships to state conscientiousness. Of the four negatively valenced hypothesized 

contentiousness functions, two had the hypothesized negative direction, and one of these was 

significant (avoid a challenge). The results at the subcomponent level reflected the trait level 

with all eight goals relating to both organization and industrious subcomponents. The strongest 

relationships for both subcomponents was to the goal of trying to use time effectively and 

trying to get tasks done (organized b = .32, p < .01; industriousness b = .39, p < .01). Most of the 

goals significantly predicted variance in state conscientiousness, extending support for the 

subcomponent-state function analysis to conscientiousness. 

 

Goal Distinctiveness. A central part of the SSFH is that different traits have different functions, 

and that people make meaningful distinctions between the functions.  Because the different 

traits’ manifestations perform different operations on the world, they are useful for different 

goals, and thus goals that predict one trait’s manifestations should not predict other traits’ 

manifestations. We tested this by examining cross-associations from one trait’s goal to the 

other trait’s manifestations. Hypothesized extraversion functions should predict only state 

extraversion, while hypothesized conscientiousness functions should predict only state 



 

Chapter 2 | 32 

conscientiousness. Table 2.5 shows that almost all goals hypothesized to be conscientiousness 

functions had nearly zero predictive relationship to extraversion states -- only two goals 

hypothesized as conscientiousness functions had significant relationships with state 

extraversion. Furthermore, these relationships were weaker than most of the hypothesized 

extraversion functions. Likewise, only two hypothesized extraversion functions had significant 

relationships with state conscientiousness, whereas the majority of them had close to zero 

predictive relationship with state conscientiousness. Generally, most goals related only to their 

hypothesized state, but there was a small amount of overlap in goal content between the 

states.  

 

To further test the distinctiveness of the goals, we ran models testing for additional variance 

explained by the cross-traits, goals. These additional goals raised the explained variance to 

47.98% of the variance in state extraversion, which is only an increase of 2.8% in explained 

extraversion variance from the previous model. When predicting conscientiousness states, the 

extraversion goals raised the explained variance to 58.23, an increase of 7.9% in explained 

variance. Combined with the previous results, these findings support our hypothesis that 

specific, momentary goals explain a large amount of the variability to its corresponding 

personality state, but are only weakly or not at all predictive of non-corresponding states.  

 

Summary of results. The results of these bivariate relationships supported the hypotheses. 

Momentary goals did predict variance in their hypothesized states, and they did so fairly 

strongly, accounting for close to half the variance (both between- and within-persons) in state 

extraversion and conscientiousness. These results were true for two very different traits, 

extraversion and conscientiousness, suggesting that the functional aspect of traits may be a 

trait-general phenomenon. These relationships were distinct, showing that extraversion and 

conscientiousness differed in their specific functions, that different states are used for different 

goals, and that participants made meaningful distinctions between goals and states with 

different contents. 

 



 

Chapter 2 | 33 

Study 2:  Method 

The results from Study 1 showed that personality states were strongly related to momentary 

goals.  However, they did not reveal the direction of causality between momentary goals and 

personality states. If Whole Trait Theory is correct, and traits are tools for the pursuit of goals, 

then goals should determine the states which individuals enact. That is, pursuing different goals 

should lead to different states. Study 2 tests whether changes in personality states are indeed 

responsive to goals (one hypothesized extraversion goal and one hypothesized 

conscientiousness goal). We wanted to test the naturalistic effect of goals on behavior, using 

real goals and real behavior, but we also wanted to have the control and random assignment 

characteristic of an experiment. Therefore, we found a way to conduct an experiment but have 

the behaviors occur in a natural context. This technique we created was facilitated by 

conducting the research on a college campus. Specifically, participants came to the lab to get 

the manipulation, returned to the campus or went off-campus to enact the manipulation, and 

finally finished the experiment back in the lab an hour later. By having participants pursue a 

goal in a task they would normally do in their daily lives, we combined the strengths of 

laboratory assignment and manipulation with the strengths of an ecologically-valid study. 

 

Participants. Ninety undergraduate students participated in this study in the fulfillment of an 

introductory psychology course requirement. 

 

Procedure 

Goal Assignment. When participants signed up for the study, they were all instructed to bring 

homework assignments with them. After entering the lab, participants were instructed in the 

experimental procedure prior to goal assignment. We emphasized that the participants 

faithfully commit to the pursuit of their goal over the course of 45 minutes.  

 

Participants were randomly assigned into one of two conditions. In the extraversion condition, 

participants were informed “Your goal for the next 45 minutes: to connect with people and to 

make others laugh.” In the conscientiousness condition, participants were informed “Your goal 



 

Chapter 2 | 34 

for the next 45 minutes: to get the task done and to use time effectively.” After goal 

assignment, we included goal elaboration and goal commitment measures that applied 

principles from Locke & Latham (2002) to increase goal commitment. After finishing these 

measures, participants left the laboratory to pursue their goal for forty-five minutes. They were 

instructed to return after forty-five minutes to complete questionnaires and to receive credit 

for the study. 

 

Post-goal assessment. After the forty-five minutes, participants returned to the laboratory to 

complete a questionnaire. They described what they did during the forty-five minutes, 

answered questions about their goal pursuit, state personality, and state affect. 

 

Design 

The experimental design consisted of a single two-level between-subjects factor (extraversion 

goal versus conscientiousness goal), and two dependent variables (level of enacted extraversion 

state and level of enacted conscientiousness state).  

 

Materials 

Goal commitment. Goal commitment measures were completed by participants to enhance 

their commitment to enacting the manipulations. Our measures were based on research for 

assigned goals (Locke & Latham, 2002), by ensuring that participants had clear, specific tasks 

during the 45 minutes and personal reasons to commit to goal pursuit.  

 

For each condition, participants were asked to list three things that they could do in the next 45 

minutes to pursue their goal. For the extraversion goals, they were asked to write down three 

ways they could accomplish this goal, and for the conscientiousness goals, they were asked to 

write down three homework assignments they could do to accomplish this goal. Both 

conditions were asked to write down a reason why pursing this goal would be “a good thing for 

you to do in the next 45 minutes.” This question served both as a goal elaboration and a 

personal reason to comply with the study procedure. On a separate page, they were asked 
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explicitly to write down what they planned to do in the next 45 minutes, to make sure they had 

a plan to pursue the goal. Finally, participants were asked “How committed are you to pursuing 

this goal?” answering on a 6-point scale, from 1 “Not at all committed” to 6 “Very committed.” 

Participants were excluded from the analyses if they failed to recall their goal or if they 

responded as “Not at All” to goal commitment and time on the goal.  

 

Post-goal pursuit manipulation checks. After the 45 minutes, participants completed several 

measures of goal pursuit. First, they were asked to describe what they did for the past 45 

minutes. Second, they answered a recall manipulation check of their assigned goal. Third, 

participants answered questions about their goal, including a) effort into the goal, b) time spent 

on the goal, c) commitment to the goal, and d) success of the goal. All four questions were on a 

6-point scale, from 1, “Not at all” or “None”, to 6 “All the Time” or “Very”. Based on these 

commitment checks and manipulation checks, we excluded six participants from the study (1 

from the extraversion condition, 5 from the conscientiousness condition).  

 

State Big Five measures. We used the items from Study 1 to measure state conscientiousness 

and state extraversion with one exception. Because assertiveness had a high correlation with 

state conscientiousness in Study 1, we replaced it with the talkative subcomponent adjectives 

(talkative, verbal, and quiet). Six additional adjectives related to the other traits of the Big Five 

(warm, relaxed, and imaginative) were added as distracter items. These adjectives were used in 

question form (e.g., “How sociable were in the last 45 minutes?”), with response options on a 

6-point scale (1 = Not at all; 6 = Very). The reliabilities were in an acceptable range 

(Extraversion:  Cronbach’s α = .97; Conscientiousness:  α = .78; Talkative Subcomponent:  α = 

.94, Sociability Subcomponent:  α = .95; Organized Subcomponent:  α = .71; Industrious 

Subcomponent:  α = .65). 

 

Study 2 Results 

Mean Differences in Personality States 

The point of Study 2 is to test whether the association revealed in Study 1 is a causal one, by 
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testing whether assigned goals caused changes in personality states. We believe these goals are 

best served by the manifesting the corresponding trait, but the findings could also go 

otherwise. It is possible to connect with others and make them laugh without being talkative, 

verbal, sociable, or outgoing. For example, it may be possible to connect with others by sitting 

quietly with them, or by writing poems or letters to them, or by doing something for them. 

Participants might also try to connect with others in a very organized and industrious way. 

Similarly, simply having the goal of trying to get something done and use time effectively might 

lead to less organized behavior in an attempt to rush to the goal or might have no effect on 

how industrious a person is, because industry may be a temperamental feature. 

 

A series of independent samples t-tests revealed a significant difference between the groups on 

state extraversion t(82) = 14.69, p < .001, d = 3.24 and on state conscientiousness t(82) = 3.32, p 

= .001, d = 0.73 . Figure 2.1 shows the means of both personality states for both conditions. 

Participants were substantially more extraverted when pursuing the goals of connecting with 

people and making others’ laugh (M = 5.14, SD = 0.67) than when pursuing the goals of getting 

tasks done and using time effectively (M = 2.22, SD = 1.11). Similarly, participants were more 

conscientiousness when pursuing the goals of getting tasks done and using time effectively (M 

= 4.88, SD = 0.72) than participants pursuing the goals of connecting with people and making 

other’s laugh (M = 4.31, SD = 0.86).   

 

We also conducted within-person t-tests to check the differences within each goal condition on 

levels of state conscientiousness and state extraversion. When trying to connect with others 

and make others’ laugh, participants were significantly more extraverted than conscientious 

t(42) = 7.74, p < .001, d = 0.62.  When participants were trying to get tasks done and use time 

effectively, they were significantly more conscientious than extraverted t(40) = -11.15, p < .001, 

d = 1.97. These findings strongly support the hypothesis that assigned goals can cause specific 

changes in personality states relevant to the pursuit and achievement of the goal. 
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Figure 2.1. Personality State Means in Each Goal Condition 
 

 

Study 3 

The robust results from Study 1 and Study 2 supported our hypotheses that momentary goals 

cause changes in personality states that are relevant to goal attainment. Study 3 tested this 

hypothesis further in two ways. First, participants assessed their goals and states in a 

controlled, laboratory environment. The ecologically valid methods used in Study 1 and Study 2 

allowed participants to rate their goals and states that reflected the fluctuations of daily living. 

Our hypotheses can gain additional support if the same pattern is found when all participants 

have similar experiences during ratings. Second, participants provided both self-report ratings 

and observer report ratings. All previous work testing the specific-states-and-functions 

hypothesis used self-reported ratings of states and goals, and Study 3 determined whether the 

same patterns are present in observer ratings. 
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Study 3 Methods 

Participants 

Participants (N = 58) were undergraduate or graduate students who were recruited for this 

study via campus flyers or online campus advertising. Participants were mostly female (N = 37) 

and Caucasian (N = 36). They were paid for participation ($15 per session), and they were 

compensated to promote attendance and punctuality. They were given a bonus for perfect 

attendance to all five sessions ($25 extra, for a total of $100) or for one absence ($5 extra, for 

$65). Tardy participants (less than ten minutes late) were waived for the first offense and given 

half-pay ($7.50) for future offenses.  

 

Procedure 

Participants either e-mailed or called the lab to sign up for this study. They attended an 

information session to inform them of the study procedure (including payment criteria), sign 

consent forms, and complete preliminary questionnaires. They also scheduled an appointment 

time for their group session. 

 

Participants attended five one-hour group sessions for five weeks. Most groups had four people 

(two groups had three participants). At the beginning of each session, a research assistant gave 

participants instruction sheets that explained the session activities. These activities changed 

across the five sessions to allow for variance in behavior and to represent different activities. 

These activities included (1) word activity (definitions of rating adjectives), (2) painting, (3) 

organizational committee decision task, (4) art analysis, (5) group homework session, (6) free 

activity (either games or homework). 

 

Each session was split into two parts, lasting twenty minutes each. After an alarm beeped, the 

lab assistant instructed the participants to move to different locations in the room to complete 

their rating forms. Participants answered self-reports describing their behavior and goals, and 

they provided observer reports describing the behavior and goals of the other group members. 

Participants placed completed rating sheets into a sealed container to ensure confidentiality. 



 

Chapter 2 | 39 

Once all participants completed their ratings, they returned to their original seats for the next 

part, and afterward completed ratings of the second part. Over the five sessions, there were 

ten self-ratings (M = 9.67, SD = 0.87), and for most participants, up to thirty observer ratings (M 

= 27.00, SD = 3.48). 

 

Measures 

For all sessions, participants were assigned with an ID number and a participant letter (A, B, C, 

or D). The rating sheets organized items in a grid format. Each row contained one state or goal 

item, and the four columns had the participant letters. This arrangement allowed for quick and 

easy responses to each rating.  

 

Personality states. Personality states were assessed with 12 adjectives (Roberts et al., 2004; 

Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999), 6 items for the two traits. There were two extraversion facets—

talkative (talkative, verbal, quiet) and assertive (assertive, bold, unassertive)—and two 

conscientiousness facets—organized (organized, systematic, disorganized) and industriousness 

(persistent, purposeful, lazy). All adjectives were added in a statement “How talkative was the 

participant in the last 20 minutes?” Participants responded using a 6-poitn scale, ranging from 

“Not at all” to “Very.”  The reliabilities for targets and observers were in an acceptable range 

(Extraversion:  target Cronbach’s α = .87, observer α =.88; Conscientiousness:  target α = .77, 

observer α =.79; Talkative Subcomponent:  target α = .92, observer α =.91, Assertiveness 

Subcomponent:  target α = .81, observer α =.82; Organized Subcomponent:  target α = .75, 

observer α =.74; Industrious Subcomponent:  target α = .62, observer α =.63). 

 

Momentary goals. From the list of goals in Study 1, we selected four goal items for each rating. 

Two hypothesized goals related to extraversion (trying to have fun and trying to be the center 

of attention) and two hypothesized goals related to conscientiousness (trying to get tasks done 

and trying to use time effectively). Participants were instructed “How often was the participant 

trying to (goal) in the last 20 minutes?” Participants responded using a 6-point scale, ranging 

from “Not at all” to “All the time.” 
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Study 3 Results 

Explained Variance in Self-Reported Personality States 

We calculated explained variance with the same procedure as described in Study 1 (subtracting 

the unexplained variance in the model including goals as predictors from the model with no 

predictors, and dividing by the unexplained variance in the model with no predictors). We used 

the same models as in Study 1, but predicted observer ratings of states from observer ratings of 

goals. The two hypothesized extraversion goals explained 27 percent of the variance in state 

extraversion. Adding the two conscientiousness-based goals increased the variance explained 

by only 2 percent. The variance in state conscientiousness explained by the two hypothesized 

conscientiousness goals was 38 percent, and the variance explained increased by less than 1 

percent when adding the two non-hypothesized goals. Although the amount of variance 

explained by the goals is lower than Study 1, this calculation also used half as many goal items 

and a fifth as many ratings, and the explained variance with only two goals was still quite high. 

The pattern across the studies suggests that personality states are tools for accomplishing a 

wide variety of goals, because additional relevant goals explained additional cumulative 

variance rather than overlapping variance. 

 

As in Study 1, we tested whether the four goals predicted personality states by conducting a 

series of multilevel models with each goal predicting personality states. The bivariate 

relationships between goals and states were very similar to the pattern from Study 1, 

confirming that the hypothesized extraversion goals were related to state extraversion and 

were unrelated to state conscientiousness. Inversely, the hypothesized conscientiousness goals 

were related to state conscientiousness and were unrelated to state extraversion. This pattern 

continued to the facet level, which parallels the findings in Study 1. 

 

Explained Variance in Observer-Reported Personality States 

The main goals of Study 3 were to test whether observer ratings of goals and states produced 

the same results, to examine the validity of the Study 1 and Study 2 results based on self-report 

and to test whether the goals and states were observable to others. Two or three peers 
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provided observer ratings for each participant over the course of the five sessions. We ran a 

series of multilevel models and used the equations outlined in Study 1, but predicting observer 

ratings of states from observer ratings of goals (with target as the grouping variable to account 

for the non-independence of ratings of the same target).  These results revealed the same 

pattern found in Study 1 and the Study 3 self-ratings. The variance in state extraversion 

explained by the two hypothesized goals was 43 percent. The variance in state 

conscientiousness explained by the two hypothesized goals was 47 percent. These results show 

that goals predict a large amount variance in corresponding personality states even when rated 

by observers. 

 

We conducted analyses similar to those for the targets, by running a series of multilevel models 

with the observed goal predicting the observed personality state. The bivariate relationships 

between observer-rated goals and states are shown in Table 2.6. The pattern is similar to Study 

1 and the self-ratings, showing that the hypothesized extraversion goals were related only to 

state extraversion and were unrelated or weakly related to state conscientiousness. Inversely, 

the hypothesized conscientiousness goals were strongly related only to state conscientiousness 

and were unrelated or weakly related to state extraversion. These results demonstrate that 

observer ratings do have the same patterns as self-ratings for both personality states and goal 

pursuit, and previous findings were not an artifact of self-report. 

 

Target-Reported Goals Predicting Observer-Reported Personality States 

As a final, conservative test of whether the pursuit of goals predicts observable changes in 

personality states, we predicted the observers’ ratings of the personality states from the 

targets’ ratings of their own goals. This is a conservative test because the prediction crosses 

over from self-reports of internal goals to observer reports of external states, and because 

observers can report only on part of the personality states, namely the observable parts. 

However, it is a strong test, because it decouples the reports of the goals from the reports of 

the personality states by using different raters for the two constructs.  

 



 

Chapter 2 | 42 

Table 2.6 

Relationships between Goals and Personality States (Observer Reports) 
  

 E C T A O I 

 b b b b b b 
  

Have Fun .23** -.05 .30** .16** -.06* -.04 
Center of Attention .35** -.03 .41** .29** -.04 -.02 
Use Time Effectively -.03 .29** -.07 .01 .31** .28** 
Get Tasks Done -.04 .30** -.10* .02 .30** .30** 
  
Notes:  Personality States:  E = State Extraversion (subcomponents:  T = Talkative, A = Assertive), C= State 
Conscientiousness (subcomponents:  O = Organization, I = Industriousness). All analyses were conducted using 
multilevel modeling, and the unstandardized beta weights are the fixed effects of the observer-rated goals 
predicting the observer-rated personality states in bivariate models.  Observer ratings were the average of the 
three observers in the session. 
 

 

We used the same procedures as in the previous analyses, but used the averaged observer 

ratings of personality states as the dependent variable and the target ratings of goals as the 

independent variables. In support of the hypothesis, the targets’ reports of how much they 

were trying to have fun and trying to be the center of attention significantly predicted the 

observers’ reports of how extraverted those targets were acting, accounting for 14% of the 

variance in observer reports of extraversion. The targets’ reports of how much they were trying 

to use time effectively and to trying to get tasks done significantly predicted the observers’ 

reports of how conscientious they were acting, accounting for 11% of the variance in observer 

reports of conscientiousness. Although these percentages of variance were smaller than in the 

other results, they were still substantial, despite the conservative nature of the test.  

 

Table 2.7 shows the bivariate results, produced from several multilevel models in each of which 

one goal predicted one personality state. These findings revealed the same pattern as shown in 

the pure self-report and in the pure observer-report findings. Goals significantly predicted their 

corresponding state, but did not or only weakly predicted the other personality state. Thus, 
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goals are predictive of states, and the discriminatory pattern emerged even in observer reports 

of personality states as a function of self-reports of goals. 

 

Table 7 

Relationships between Target-Reported Goals and Observer-Reported Personality States  
  

 E C T A O I 

 b b b b b b 
  

Have Fun .16** -.05** .23** .10** -.05* -.05* 
Center of Attention .19** -.01 .24** .15** .03 .01 
Use Time Effectively -.00 .16** -.06 .06* .14** .18** 
Get Tasks Done -.02 .17** -.08** .04 .16** .19** 
  
Notes:  Personality States:  E = State Extraversion (subcomponents:  T = Talkative, A = Assertive), C= State 
Conscientiousness (subcomponents:  O = Organization, I = Industriousness). All analyses were conducted using 
multilevel modeling, and the unstandardized beta weights are the fixed effects of the target-rated goals predicting 
the observer-rated personality states in bivariate models.  Observer ratings were the average of the three 
observers in the session 
 

 

General Discussion 

Results from these studies reveal five aspects of state-goal relations. First, the hypothesized 

goals predicted nearly half the variance in state conscientiousness and state extraversion, 

showing that goal pursuit is one predominant explanation for differences both between and 

within people in trait manifestation. People sometimes act extraverted or conscientious 

because they have goals that need those manifestations, and some people are more 

extraverted or conscientious than others because they have the associated goals more often 

than do others. Second, the content of the goals revealed some of the functions of state 

extraversion and state conscientiousness, that is, what the manifestations of extraversion and 

conscientiousness are useful for. These functions included both approach functions and 

avoidance functions. Third, personality states had distinct functions that had almost no overlap, 
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confirming that different states have different uses, presumably because the different states 

enact different operations on the world, and different operations are needed for different 

goals. Fourth, the effect of goals on states was shown to be a causal effect, confirming the 

whole trait theory implication that goals should cause part of traits, adding to evidence for the 

usually hypothesized reverse causal direction (e.g., McCrae & Costa, 1999; Ludtke et al., 2009).  

Fifth, the relationships between goals and trait manifestations were found even in observable 

aspects of goals and trait manifestations.  

 

Implications for the Relations Between Motivation and Traits 

These findings suggest that traits and motivation are closely integrated with each other. The 

specific mechanism of this integration is that pursuit of momentary and specific goals causes 

changes in the manifestation of personality traits in actions, cognitions, and emotions. In Study 

1, the eight hypothesized goals for each state explained nearly half of the variance in 

manifestation of the corresponding trait. Study 2 revealed that the effect was causal, at least in 

part flowing from goals to trait manifestations. These results move the theoretical 

understanding an important step beyond the vague suggestion that goals and traits are related 

to the specific explication of the mechanism of that relationship.  

 

Causality was demonstrated with the novel procedure of randomly assigning a goal condition to 

participants, sending them back to their everyday lives to accomplish the goal, and then 

showing that their trait manifestations changed accordingly. Furthermore, this causal direction 

was contrary to the causal direction of most previous theories. This is not to deny that the 

causal relationship could be bidirectional, and in fact Luedtke et al (2010) provided empirical 

evidence that traits cause major life goals. However, the present studies addressed the specific 

causal direction flowing from goals to trait manifestations, and provided supportive evidence in 

an ecologically valid setting. 

 

These findings are in contrast to theories that either keep motivations and traits separate or 

theories that make them identical. It is distinct from theories that keep motivations and traits 
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as separate but related constructs (e.g., McAdams & Olson, 2010; Roberts & Wood, 2006) 

because it makes goals part of the traits (part of their causal machinery) and because it 

specifies a particular causal mechanism connecting motivations to traits. Whole trait theory is 

more similar to theories that identify traits with motive systems (Carver et al., 2000; Elliot & 

Thrash, 2002; Read et al., 2010). However, whole trait theory does not go so far as to identify 

traits with motive systems, because it proposes that traits are broader than their included goals 

and that motivational systems cut across traits. For example, extraversion is not identified with 

approach goals, but rather includes both approach and avoidance goals identified by their 

content rather than by their type. 

 

The results suggest that one of the main motivational units connected to traits is the small-

sized, specific, and momentary goal. When using such specific goals, we were able to discover 

very strong relationships between motivation and traits. Other motivational units, such as life 

goals (Cantor et al., 1987), personal projects (Little et al., 1992), personal strivings (Emmons, 

1986), values (Schwarz & Bilsky, 1987), or motives and needs (Brunstein, Schultheiss, & 

Grässman, 1998; Deci & Ryan, 2008) might also be connected to traits. Such broad units might 

also be related to traits indirectly, by first being related to specific goals, which in turn relate to 

trait manifestations.  

 

Implications for the Nature of Traits 

The findings suggest that traits are instrumental, dynamic, and adaptive. Within-person 

variation in trait manifestation is not merely a result of error. Rather, trait manifestations vary 

across daily life because goals vary across daily life, and different manifestations are used for 

accomplishing different goals. Variability in behavior represents attempts at adaptation. Thus, it 

may be necessary to incorporate how people act, the variability in how they act, and the causal 

forces on those actions in order to provide a complete account of traits.  

 

Whole trait theory (Fleeson, 2012) is an attempt to organize past findings and ideas about traits 

into a coherent whole, and it led to the hypotheses for these studies about the nature of traits. 
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Whole trait theory starts with the manifestation of the trait, in an attempt to study what people 

actually do that expresses their traits. Whole trait theory suggests that trait content becomes 

manifest in a state, which is presumed to have the same content as the trait it manifests, 

including the behavioral, affective, and cognitive content. It assumes that states affect the 

world by changing the world in specific ways based on the states’ content. Trait manifestations 

are not only styles or adverbial characteristics that give each person a different appearance in 

the world. Trait manifestations are not arbitrary responses to stimuli, but rather impact those 

stimuli. The distributions of these trait manifestations are then studied empirically, including 

their variability. Whole trait theory organizes these implications into the descriptive part of 

traits, which consists of the totality of the states the person actually manifests.  

 

Whole trait theory also proposes an explanatory part to traits. The explanatory part consists of 

the causal machinery that leads to the trait manifestations. This explanatory part of traits is 

logically implicated by the consistent individual differences in the descriptive part of traits – 

because people reliably differ in the traits they manifest, they must also differ in some 

explanatory machinery. The large variability in trait manifestations suggests that this machinery 

may not be limited to automatic, habitual expressions of temperament.  

 

If trait manifestations have impacts on the world, it is reasonable to infer that the effects of 

trait manifestations could be applied in deliberate, instrumental ways. This suggests that goals 

may be part of the explanatory machinery of traits. The results provided strong support for this 

conjecture. Goals explained half of the variance in which traits individuals were manifesting at 

any given moment. This explanation extended to between-person differences, such that people 

differed in how often they were extraverted or conscientious in large part because they 

differed in how often they pursued the associated goals. Thus, when explaining how traits work 

and when explaining why people differ from each other in their manifested trait levels, goal 

concepts may need to be invoked.  
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Implications for the Nature of Extraversion and Conscientiousness 

These results suggest that two of the five Big Five traits – extraversion and conscientiousness -- 

have functions. This assertion means that traits are manifested for the consequences they may 

bring about; traits have impacts, and those impacts might help individuals accomplish their 

desired ends. Evidence for this claim extends beyond just one trait, extraversion, to include a 

second trait, and thereby argues that the model may be general to multiple traits. It is 

important to note that extraversion and conscientiousness are quite different in their apparent 

instrumentality. Intuitively, conscientiousness seems to be an instrumental trait, since it is 

about working hard, whereas extraversion seems more a matter of style than of 

instrumentality. Conversely, extraversion is often identified with the approach motivational 

system (Carver et al., 2000; Elliot & Thrash, 2002; Heller et al., 2009; Read et al., 2010), whereas 

conscientiousness is not widely identified with a motivational system. Nonetheless, the findings 

for both traits supported the overall whole trait theory in which trait manifestations are 

functions caused by goal pursuit. It also supports the reliability and validity of using the specific 

states and functions identification procedure to determine specific state-goal relationships. 

 

These results also showed that extraversion and conscientiousness had different functions. 

Primary functions of extraversion include trying to have fun or trying to be the center of 

attention. In contrast, the primary functions of conscientiousness are trying to use time 

effectively or trying to get tasks done. Nearly all of the strength of the goal-manifestations 

associations was based on specific content relations between the goals and the states. These 

cleanly discriminative results supported the hypothesis that traits differed in the content of 

their related goals. This view contrasts with theories that distinguish between traits by 

motivational systems (Carver, Sutton, & Scheier, 2000; Elliot & Thrash, 2002; Heller et al., 2009; 

Read et al., 2010). Of course, the two types of theories are not incompatible, and it is quite 

possible that traits are distinguished in part by the content of their associated goals and in part 

by the motivational system with which they are predominantly associated. The discriminative 

results also argue against many artifactual explanations, such as a general acquiescence bias or 

a lack of discrimination between the different goals. 
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If the trait manifestations facilitate the goals because they involve operations that create 

impacts conducive to the goals, then we can use the goals to help interpret the trait 

manifestations. Because sociability, talkativeness, and assertiveness were the subcomponents 

of extraversion, the results suggest that we can interpret these facets in terms of operations 

that are likely to facilitate the goals of trying to having fun, trying to fit in, and so on. Such 

operations of sociability, talkativeness, and assertiveness might be engaging with other people, 

announcing your presence to them, stating your interests, and ignoring potential negative 

outcomes. These operations might have the impacts of encouraging people to pay attention to 

you, of aligning your activities with the group’s activities, and of getting your interests satisfied, 

which would enhance the goals of trying to have fun, trying to fit in, and others. Thus, the 

results suggest that extraversion consists of these operations, and it consists of those 

operations, because those operations are needed for these goals. 

 

Because people have the goals of trying to direct energy where it is needed most, trying to use 

time effectively, and so on, people enact conscientious states. Thus, conscientiousness can be 

interpreted as consisting of the operations on the world plausibly useful for accomplishing 

these goals. Such operations of organization and industriousness might be moving objects into 

effective positions, setting up realistic schedules, staying focused on a task, not taking breaks, 

and diverting resources towards specific tasks. These interpretations enhance understanding of 

what conscientiousness consists of and why it consists of those things. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although these studies confirmed the theory for two very distinct traits, it is still unclear 

whether the theory would also apply to the other traits of the Big Five. The SSFH predicts that 

new template sentences for the specific subcomponents of the other traits would identify goals 

predictive of those traits. For example, the template “I am intentionally creative in order to goal 

in a given moment” might lead to goals such as trying to solve a difficult problem or trying to 

break out of a routine. We expect that agreeableness manifestations will be in the service of 

affiliative goals, and that emotional stability manifestations will be in the service of leadership 
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and impression management goals. However, it is also possible that there are unique features 

of the other traits making them less amenable to this procedure.  

 

A second direction for future research is investigating the origins of the goals. If people are 

more extraverted and conscientious in part because they pursue these goals more often, why 

do they pursue these goals more often? In order to find strong connections between goals and 

traits, we went to very small, specific, and momentary goals. We think it is very likely that these 

specific goals come from broader motivational units, in a hierarchical manner (Read et al., 

2010). Beliefs, expectancies, competencies, worries, and other factors may also affect the 

specific goals individuals pursue (Mischel, 1973). What we find exciting about these findings is 

that they provide one wedge into the Big 5 that makes room for this broad range of 

characteristics to be related to the Big 5 traits. 

 

Going to such a small goal level also raises the question of whether the relationships between 

goals and trait manifestations become obvious at this specific level. It is obvious, so the 

objection goes, that goals need actions in order to be accomplished – how else would one get 

things done other than by being industrious? First, that is precisely the rationale for the going 

to the specific level. Going to the specific level allowed the connections between goals and 

states to emerge more clearly, whereas relating broad goals to broad traits has always left 

uncertainty about the specifics of the relationship. Second, what these findings show is that the 

actions and operations needed by the goals are precisely those actions and operations that are 

present in manifestations of the Big Five. This leads to the conclusion that the Big Five are 

present as people’s ways of accomplishing their goals. Third, the relationships are not by logical 

necessity, because it is possible that people pursue the goals of having fun and connecting with 

others in quiet, gentle, and undemanding ways. It is possible people pursue the goal of getting 

things done in disorganized, hectic ways, if those are the relevant individuals’ temperaments. 

Finally, by demonstrating this strong link between the motivational domain and the trait 

domain at the specific level, these findings now open the door to bringing in the broader 

motivational units as precursors of the specific goals.  
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A limitation of Study 2’s field experiment was that it lacked full experimental control, because 

participants completed the experiment outside the lab. It is possible that participants may have 

lied about what they did. While we did add several checks to ensure compliance, and the 

results of Study 3 showed that observers agreed with targets about the goals they reported 

pursuing and the traits they reported manifesting, it would be useful in future research to 

conduct similar studies in the lab.  

 

In Study 1, we identified all the positively valenced hypothesized state functions correctly, but 

we correctly identified only two of the negatively valenced hypothesized state functions. Four 

of the eight negatively valenced hypothesized state functions surprisingly had significant, 

positive relationships with the hypothesized personality state. This finding raises the question—

are there actually momentary goals for low levels of a personality state? One possible 

explanation of these findings was unclear wording or incorrect goal selection. Errors in goal 

selection may have prevented us from finding the goals for low levels of a personality state.  

 

An alternative explanation is that low levels of personality states do not have functions, but 

rather are manifest when not pursuing the goals that predict high levels of personality states. 

This would suggest that the part of the reason people are not conscientious or are not 

extraverted is that they simply don’t often pursue the goals that cause conscientiousness and 

extraversion. Indeed, low levels of extraversion are characterized by being quiet, unassertive, 

unsociable, and unenergetic; low levels of conscientiousness are characterized by being 

disorganized, lazy, unreliable, and irresponsible. There is no clear movement toward a desired 

objective in these adjectives, and thus there may be no clear function of them.  Future work 

should further study this part of the goal-state relationships.  

 

Conclusions  

Although traits and motivation are two important and prominent concepts in personality 

psychology, they are treated mainly separately. Their treatment has had this uneasy separation 

because it is not clear how traits and motivation are related to each other. This paper argued 
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that traits are intricately connected to motivation. On the one hand, goals are part of a latent, 

explanatory part of traits, and on the other hand, that goals cause the actual manifestations of 

traits in momentary actions, beliefs, and cognitions, revealing the functional role of trait 

manifestations as the means by which people accomplish their goals. Extraversion 

manifestations provided the means for accomplishing the goals of trying to become the center 

of attention, trying to fit in, and trying to have fun, among other goals; conscientiousness 

manifestations provided the means for trying to direct one’s energy where it was needed most, 

trying to use time effectively, and for trying to get things done, among other goals.  

 

The evidence for these conclusions was that when people changed the goals they were trying 

to accomplish, they rapidly changed their trait manifestations accordingly, both associatively 

across ten days of their daily lives and causally when randomly assigned goals in an experiment. 

Goal pursuit effects were strong, predicting close to half the variance in trait manifestation 

from just a handful of goals. Goal pursuit predicted trait manifestation variation both within-

person and between-person, such that different people manifested different traits because 

they manifested different goals and each person manifested different traits at different times 

because he or she pursued different goals at different times. Goal pursuit as rated by targets 

predicted trait manifestation as rated by observers. Goal pursuit predicted manifestation for 

two different traits, one easy to see as goal-related (conscientiousness) and one not so easy to 

see as goal-related (extraversion). Goals predicted manifestations discriminatively, such that 

goals predicted only their corresponding traits and had little or no relation to non-

corresponding traits. Thus, these findings provided strong evidence for a conception of traits in 

which traits are wholes with an explanatory part inclusive of goals and a manifested part 

caused by and useful for goals; they provided one answer to long-standing questions about the 

conceptual relations between traits and motivation; and they clarified the meaning and nature 

of extraversion and conscientiousness by revealing what these traits are for. 
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Chapter 3 

The Relations of Personality Traits and  

Context-Specific Achievement Goal1 

 

Abstract 

Over the past decade, an increasing body of literature supports the validity and utility of the 2 × 
2 achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). From this foundation, researchers 
have begun to investigate the complex antecedents and consequences underlying achievement 
goal pursuit. In the current studies, we investigated the relations between the Big Five 
personality traits and context-specific achievement goals in two different contexts (school and 
work). The results across both studies showed three sets of anticipated, consistent, and specific 
trait-goal relations. First, conscientiousness was strongly and positively related to mastery-
approach goals. Second, agreeableness was positively related to mastery-approach goals and 
negatively related to performance-approach goals. Third, both avoidance goals and both 
performance goals were positively related to neuroticism. 
 
 
There is a rich tradition in psychology of the study of achievement motivation, and in particular, 

achievement goals (for a review, see Elliot, 2005). Over the past decade, most work on 

achievement goals has centered around the 2 × 2 framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). 

Explored antecedents of these goals include need for achievement and fear of failure (Conroy, 

Elliot, & Hofer, 2004; Elliot & Church, 1997), which are common constructs to the motivation 

domain. However, more holistic constructs from the personality domain, such as the five-factor 

model of personality (Costa and McCrae, 1992 and Goldberg, 1981), have largely been ignored 

in achievement goal research. The purpose of the present research is to determine the 

personality trait profiles associated with the pursuit of context-specific achievement goals. In 

assessing the Big Five personality traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992) and the four goals in the 2 × 2 

achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001), we expected personality traits to 

reflect the conceptual differences among the different achievement goals. We investigated 

these trait-goal relations in two different achievement contexts (education and work) and with 

                                                           
1 This chapter is based on McCabe, K. O., Van Yperen, N. W., Verbraak, M, & Elliot, A. J. (2013). Big Five personality 
profiles of context-specific achievement goals. Journal of Research in Personality, 47, 698–707. doi: 
10.1016/j.jrp.2013.06.003. 
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two different demographic samples in terms of age, nationality, and language. This diversity in 

context should shed light on the stability and change of the trait-goal relationships across 

contexts. 

 

Personality traits: the five-factor model 

The five-factor model (FFM) is a central theory to the trait approach to personality (Allport, 

1937), and features five orthogonal personality traits: extraversion, agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness to experience (Costa and McCrae, 1992 and 

Goldberg, 1981). These traits are the basic dimensions in which people differ, and their 

subcomponents, or facets, provide the specific dimensions or qualities within each trait 

(Widiger & Simonsen, 2005). The five-factor model (or Big Five) has gained in prominence over 

the years, with longitudinal and cross-cultural evidence supporting this basic personality 

structure (McCrae and Costa, 2003 and McCrae and John, 1992). While there has been debate 

about the number of traits (e.g., the HEXACO model, Ashton & Lee, 2009) and which facets 

comprise each trait (Widiger & Simonsen, 2005), the five-factor model serves as a meaningful 

and robust way to describe the individual as a whole and predicts an array of major life 

outcomes (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006). 

 

Achievement goals: the 2 × 2 framework 

The achievement goal construct emerged from decades of research into the different motives 

people have in achievement settings (Elliot, 2005). Initially, the primary emphasis of 

achievement goals was on two types of achievement goals: mastery and performance goals 

(Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984). The fundamental difference in these goal types is how 

individuals define their competence in a given achievement situation. Specifically, mastery 

goals use task-referenced and self-referenced competence standards, whereas performance 

goals are grounded in other-referenced competence standards. In the past two decades, the 

achievement goal framework has been expanded to account for goal valence, emphasizing that 

people strive to approach competence and to avoid incompetence. The two definitions of 

competence and the two types of valence converged in the current theoretical approach known 



 

Chapter 3 | 55 

as the 2 × 2 achievement goal framework (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). There are four types of 

goals: mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, and performance-

avoidance. 

 

The four types of achievement goals have distinct patterns of antecedents and consequences 

(Baranik et al., 2010, Elliot and McGregor, 2001 and Van Yperen, 2006). These patterns can be 

complex, in part because achievement goals are context-specific. Mastery-approach goals 

emphasize self-improvement in competence, and they are associated with positive constructs, 

including intrinsic motivation and task interest (Harackiewicz et al., 2008 and Van Yperen, 

2006), cooperative behavior while working with others (Janssen and Van Yperen, 2004 and 

Poortvliet et al., 2009), and less cheating behavior (Van Yperen, Hamstra, & Van der Klauw, 

2011). In the opposite extreme, performance-avoidance goals emphasize avoiding 

incompetence relative to others and they are related to negative constructs, including anxiety, 

negative affectivity, amotivation, and lower performance attainment (Elliot and McGregor, 

2001 and Van Yperen, 2006). 

 

The other two goals, performance-approach and mastery-avoidance, are hybrid goals that have 

a blend of positive and negative antecedents and consequences that are between the two 

valence extremes of the other two goals (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Performance-approach 

goals emphasize doing well compared to others, and they are related to both positive and 

negative affect (Van Yperen, 2006) and both approach and avoidance temperament (Elliot & 

Thrash, 2002). Moreover, they predict better performance (for meta-analysis, Hulleman, 

Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010), but also predict increased cheating (Van Yperen et 

al., 2011) and competitive behavior (Harackiewicz et al., 2008 and Poortvliet et al., 2009). 

Mastery-avoidance goals emphasize avoiding incompetence relative to oneself, and they 

generally have produced limited findings. Despite initial findings of positive qualities associated 

with mastery-avoidance goal pursuit (e.g., higher classroom engagement; Elliot & McGregor, 

2001), an increasing body of evidence shows that mastery-avoidance goals tend to be negative 
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(De Lange et al., 2010 and Van Yperen et al., 2013) and predict lower performance (Baranik et 

al., 2010 and Van Yperen et al., 2009). 

 

Although achievement goals are context-specific, the situation alone is not sufficient to fully 

explain achievement goal adoption (Elliot, 2006); individual differences also play an important 

role. The primary individual differences explored in previous research are achievement motives, 

specifically the need for achievement and fear of failure (Chen, Wu, Kee, Lin, & Shui, 2009; 

Conroy, Elliot, & Hofer, 2004; Diseth and Kobbeltvedt, 2010, Elliot and McGregor, 1999, Liem et 

al., 2012, Tanaka and Yamauchi, 2001 and Van Yperen, 2006). While these individual 

differences are clearly important, they represent a narrow conceptual focus. We propose that 

personality traits offer a more holistic foundation for the antecedents of achievement goals 

that have largely been unexplored. 

 

Theories connecting traits and goals 

Traits and goals developed as conceptually and historically independent constructs. Allport 

(1937) asserted that traits are central to an individual’s personality, while Murray, 1938) 

proposed that motives are more fundamental than traits. Although each tradition recognized 

the importance of the other, these concepts remained largely independent with little effort to 

connect them. The sole exception was McClelland, 1951) who advocated that both traits and 

goals were important to an individual’s personality. 

 

In recent decades, researchers have proposed differing theories to relate traits and goals. Many 

theories advocate a causal process, in which traits or temperaments cause different types of 

goal pursuit (McCrae & Costa, 1999; Elliot and Thrash, 2002 and Elliot and Thrash, 2010; Little, 

Lecci & Watkinson, 1992). Other theories propose that both traits and goals are independent 

but critical concepts of personality at different levels (Corker, Oswald, & Donnellan, 

2012;McAdams, 1995) or the same level (Roberts & Robins, 2000; Roberts & Wood, 2006). 

Recently, Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2012) integrated the trait and goal concepts together, 

asserting that manifestations of traits can be used to achieve an individual’s goals (McCabe & 
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Fleeson, 2012; Chapter 2). Each of these theoretical approaches have merit, and research 

continues to explore how best to connect the trait and goal concepts. 

 

Five-factor model and achievement goals 

While little research attention has explored the relations between the Big Five traits and 

context-specific achievement goals (Chen & Zhang, 2011; Corker, Oswald, & Donnellan, 2012), 

several studies have explored relations between the Big Five traits and achievement 

orientations. These achievement orientations are conceptually different from achievement 

goals in their breadth of self-regulation—goals are context-specific while orientations are broad 

tendencies (DeShon and Gillespie, 2005 and Elliot, 2005). Nevertheless, studies on the relations 

between the Big Five and achievement orientations may be useful in generating predictions. 

Table 1 contains a summary and meta-analysis of research on the relations between the Big 

Five traits and achievement orientations and achievement goals2. Table 3.1 also contains our 

meta-analysis of published work on trait-goal relations, which reflects similar findings of Payne, 

Youngcourt, and Beaubien (2007). Learning orientation (mastery-approach) had the most 

positive personality profile, performance-avoidance orientation had the most negative 

personality profile, and performance-approach orientation had both positive and negative 

relations with traits. However, with the varying results across the studies in Table 1, these 

meta-analyses may not fully explain trait-goal relations, especially with the inconsistent findings 

for performance-approach goals. Moreover, these studies may exaggerate the strength of the 

relations between traits and achievement motivation because both the traits and the 

achievement orientations are assessed at the same broad, dispositional level. 

 

The mixed results between the Big Five traits and performance-approach orientation could be 

illuminated by exploring the underlying facet-goal relations. Facets are highly correlated 

aspects of a higher-order trait and, as such, facet-goal relations in most cases should be similar 

                                                           
2 The meta-analysis in this paper only contains published correlations between traits and goals; the correlations 
may be higher than that might be obtained when including unpublished work. Because mastery-avoidance goals 
were not included in many achievement orientations studies, there is a limited amount of available findings. As 
such, no meta-analyses were conducted for mastery-avoidance goals and the Big Five traits. 
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to the trait-goal relations. However, fluctuations among the facets are possible, in which 

performance-approach orientation could be linked to both a negative facet and a positive facet 

of the same trait. Only looking at the overall trait without recourse to facets may mask the 

more intricate nature of trait-orientation relations. 

 

Table 3.1 

Summary of Relations between Big Five traits and Achievement Motivation 
 

Reference Sample Type Domain N E O A C 

Mastery-Approach         

Payne et al.  (2007)a  GO MA -.18* .29* .44* .19* .32* 

Current Analysisb  Both MA -.10** .17** .27** .15** .31** 

Bipp et al (2008) 160 GO S -.06 .22** .40** .26** .11 

Chen & Zhang (2007) 775 AG S -.21** .28** .39** .18** .46** 

Corker et al. (2012) 347 AG S -.14* .11* .16* .20* .36* 

Day et al. (2003) 384 GO S -.12* .11* .33** .20** .23** 

    VandeWalle scale    -.13** .15** .38** .20** .20** 

    PALS scale    -.11* .07 .27** .19** .26** 

Fleisher et al. (2011) 120 GO S -.17* .13 .28* .26* .40* 

    Goldberg scale    -.14 .12 .25* .31* .36* 

    IPIP scale    -.19* .14 .30* .20* .44* 

Freudenthaler et al (2008)         

    Male only 526-545 GO S -.01 .05 .13** ns .30** 

    Female only 779-799 GO S -.02 -.04 .17** ns .24** 

Hendricks & Payne (2007)  GO       

    Leader Self-Report 100 GO E -.19 .35** .27** .12 .26* 

    Team Observer Reportc 100 GO E -.06 .36** .28** .02 .25* 

Klein & Lee (2006) 157 GO S n/a n/a .36** n/a .26** 

Steinmmayr et al (2011) 509-520 GO S -.01 .07 .25** .12** .34** 

Wang & Erdheim (2007) 183 AG W .04 .19** .10 .03 -.09 

Yamkovenko & Horton 
(2010) 

252 GO W -.25* .41* .21 n/a .53* 

Zweig & Webster (2004) 786 GO S -.09** .21** .33** .29** .38** 
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Table 3.1 (continued) 

Reference Sample Type Domain N E O A C 

Performance-Approach         

Payne et al.  (2007)a  GO MA .32* -.03 .06 -.07 .06 

Current Analysisb  Both MA .13* .03 .05** -.04 .12** 

Bipp et al. (2008) 160 GO S .25** .09 .06 -.08 .06 

Chen & Zhang (2007) 775 GO S .02 .18** .09 -.03 .26** 

Corker et al. (2012) 347 AG S -.01 .09 .05 -.08 .17* 

Day et al. (2003)  384 GO S .18** -.03 .10* -.08 .07 

    VandeWalle scale    .20** .01 .12* -.02 .10* 

    PALS scale    .15** -.06 .07 -.14** .03 

Fleisher et al. (2011) 120 GO S .29* -.06 .03 -.07 -.01 

    Goldberg scale    .33* -.04 .07 -.06 .03 

    IPIP scale    .24* -.08 -.01 -.08 -.04 

Freudenthaler et al (2008)         

    Male only 526-545 GO S -.04 .00 .08 ns .08 

    Female only 779-799 GO S .07 -.01 .06 ns .10** 

Hendricks & Payne (2007)         

    Leader Self-Report 100 GO E .25* .09 .19 .05 .03 

    Team Observer Reportc 100 GO E .28** -.06 .13 -.20* .01 

Steinmmayr et al (2011) 509-520 GO S .02 .05 -.01 -.22** .22** 

Wang & Erdheim (2007) 183 AG W .14** .10 -.10 .04 .05 

Zweig & Webster (2004) 786 GO S .32** -.06 .03 .04 .10** 

Performance-Avoidance  GO       

Payne et al.  (2007)a  GO MA .37* -.30* -.25* -.19* -.18* 

Current Analysisb  Both MA .25** -.13** -.10** -.06 -.05* 

Bipp et al. (2008) 160 GO S .45** -.18* .01 -.02 -.07 

Chen & Zhang (2007) 775 AG S .17** .04 -.11* -.15** .02 

Corker et al. (2012) 347 AG S .20* .01 -.19* .08 .05 

Day et al. (2003) 384 GO S .30** -.25** -.20** -.06 .01 

    VandeWalle scale    .34** -.24** -.21** -.13** -.06 

    PALS scale    .25** -.25** -.19** -.02 .07 
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Table 3.1 (continued) 

Reference Sample Type Domain N E O A C 

Fleisher et al. (2011) 120 GO S .34* -.20* .13 .06 -.13 

    Goldberg scale    .35* -.19* .14 .07 -.12 

    IPIP scale    .33* -.20* .11 .04 -.13 

Freudenthaler et al (2008)         

    Male only 526-545 GO S .07 -.08 -.08 ns -.04 

    Female only 779-799 GO S .18** -.14** -.04 ns -.09* 

Hendricks & Payne (2007)   GO       

    Leader Self-Report 100 GO E .25* -.19 -.05 -.09 -.10 

    Team Observer Reportc 100 GO E .20* -.30** -.06 -.17 -.32** 

Steinmmayr et al (2011) 509-520 GO S .31** -.10* -.09* -.21** .00 

Wang & Erdheim (2007) 183 AG W .09* -.09 -.10 -.02 -.13* 

Zweig & Webster (2004) 786 GO S .37** -.28** -.21** -.15** -.15** 

Mastery-Avoidance         

Chen & Zhang (2007) 775 AG S .03 .14** .18** .02 .22** 

Corker et al. (2012) 347 AG S .24* -.07 -.12* -.02 -.09 
Note:  Sample = number of participants. Type: motivation type:  GO = Goal Orientation, AG = Achievement Goal. 
Domain = achievement domain:  MA = meta-analysis, S = School, E = Experiment, W = work. N = Neuroticism, E = 
Extraversion, 0 = Openness to Experience, A = Agreeableness, C = Conscientiousness, n/a = Not applicable (not 
measured), ns = not significant, correlation not reported. 
*p < .05  **p < .01 
aValues taken from estimated true mean correlations, with significance determine by confidence intervals. Sample 
size omitted due to large variance for each correlation. 
bMore details of current meta-analysis can be found in Appendix A. 
cCorrelations from aggregate individual results from entire team of four people. 

 

 

Present research 

Our studies extend this previous work by assessing context-specific achievement goals rather 

than achievement orientations, by examining trait-goal relations in two different achievement 

contexts (education and work) and in two different western countries (the US and the 

Netherlands), by assessing achievement goals across multiple exams (Study 1), and by 

investigating the full NEO-PI-R to acquire a comprehensive portrait of trait-goal and facet-goal 

relations in the workplace (Study 2). With regard to the facet-goal relations, we generally 
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expect these relations to reflect the trait-goal relations. However, the present work will allow 

us (1) to discern whether the trait-goal relations are reflected in a few key facets or across all 

facets, and (2) to determine which facet-goal relations have a reversed valence with the 

omnibus trait-goal relations. Based on the definitions of the achievement goals and the 

empirical trends in Table 1, we expect the following patterns: 

 

H1. Mastery-approach goals have an overall positively-valenced trait and facet profile, 

comprising positive relations with extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness. 

 
H2. Performance-avoidance goals have an overall negatively-valenced trait and facet profile, 

comprising a positive relation with neuroticism and a negative relation with conscientiousness. 

 
H3. Performance-approach goals have an overall mixed valence trait and facet profile, 

comprising positive relations with neuroticism and conscientiousness and a negative relation 

with agreeableness. 

 
H4. Mastery-avoidance goals have a primarily negatively-valenced trait and facet profile, 

comprising a positive relation with neuroticism and a negative relation with conscientiousness. 

 
Study 1 Method 

Participants 

Participants (N = 276) were students from the U.S. who were taking an introductory level 

psychology course.3 Only participants who completed all questionnaires were used in these 

analyses (83% of participants). The sample had more women than men (67% women). The 

participants’ were on average 19 years old. Most participants were in their second year of 

university (45%), followed by first year (34%), third year (12%), and fourth year or above (9%). 

                                                           
3 The data for this study were collected in the context of a larger project (Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011, Study 
2; Murayama, Elliot, & Yamagata, 2011, Study 2; see also Elliot & Thrash, 2010, Study 3). None of the results 
reported in the present research have been reported in prior work. 
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The sample’s ethnic background was predominantly Caucasian (67%), followed by Asian (22%), 

with African Americans, Hispanics, and other ethnicities (11%). 

 

Procedure 

Participants were informed about the study at the beginning of the semester. They were aware 

that participation was voluntary and would not influence their grade in the course. In the initial 

assessment, participants completed a series of questionnaires, including a measure of 

personality traits. In the following weeks, participants completed an achievement goal measure 

regarding their goals for their upcoming exams (during the 6th, 11th, and 15th weeks).4 

 

Measures 

Personality traits. Participants completed the NEO-FFI (NEO-Five Factor Inventory; Costa & 

McCrae, 1989) to measure the Big Five traits. Participants answered 60 items on a five-point 

scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The Cronbach’s alpha values are in the 

acceptable range (see Table 3). 

 

Achievement goals. Participants completed the 12-item Achievement Goal Questionnaire-

Revised (AGQ-R; Elliot & Murayama, 2008) to measure achievement goals. Participants were 

asked about their goals for their upcoming exam, in which they reflected on their own 

competence (e.g., “My goal is to learn as much as possible.”) and their performance relative to 

other students (e.g., “My goal is to perform better than other students.”). Participants 

responded on a 5-point scale from “none of the time” to “all of the time.” The Cronbach’s alpha 

values are in the acceptable range (see Table 2). 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 We also examined correlations between the Big Five and a newer achievement goal measure (Elliot et al., 2011) 
in preliminary analyses. The correlations were similar to the AGQ-R results presented in this study, but only the 
AGQ-R results were used in multilevel analyses. Only participants who completed all measures at all points of the 
study were included in the analyses. 
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Study 1 Results 

Descriptive statistics 

The descriptive statistics for the achievement goals are presented in Table 3.2. Across all time 

points, we found similar patterns as reported in past research (e.g., Elliot and McGregor, 2001 

and Hulleman et al., 2010), with the exceptions of low correlations between the two approach 

goals and quite high correlations between the two performance goals. 

 

Table 3.2 

Achievement Goal Descriptive Statistics Study 1 
  

Goal α M SD 1 2 3 
  

Time 1 
 1. MAp .80 4.20 0.67 -- 
 2. MAv .79 3.52 0.91 .50** -- 
 3. PAp .91 3.63 0.90 .16** .21** -- 
 4. PAv .91 3.48 0.96 .13* .37** .76** 
 
Time 2 
 1. MAp .84 4.13 0.72 -- 
 2. MAv .87 3.61 0.96 .51** -- 
 3. PAp .92 3.60 1.03 .06 .13* -- 
 4. PAv .93 3.47 1.05 -.03 .29** .80** 
 
Time 3 
 1. MAp .87 4.08 0.75 -- 
 2. MAv .87 3.56 0.96 .50** -- 
 3. PAp .95 3.42 1.14 .05 .16** -- 
 4. PAv .95 3.27 1.15 .05 .34** .81** 
 
Aggregate 
 1. MAp  4.14 0.63 - 
 2. MAv  3.56 0.81 .55** -- 
 3. PAp  3.55 0.92 .07 .16** -- 
 4. PAv  3.41 0.93 .04 .37** .84** 
  
Note. MAp = Mastery-approach goals; PAp = Performance-approach goals; MAv = Mastery-avoidance goals; PAv = 
Performance-avoidance goals.  *p < .05  **p < .01    
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Trait-goal bivariate relations 

Multilevel modeling was used to test whether a trait predicted achievement goal adoption for 

each exam. By using multilevel models, we were able to control for the variance across exams 

to determine the specific trait-goal relations for each participant. Each model had one 

personality trait (Level 2) as the predictor variable and the achievement goal (Level 1) as the 

outcome variable. In other words, we had a personality trait predict the specific exam goal (e.g., 

neuroticism predicting mastery-avoidance goals across all three exams). Prior to the analyses, 

we standardized the values for both the traits and the goals because the values and scales for 

the NEO-FFI and the AGQ-R are not the same. An additional benefit to this standardization is 

that the results (Table 3.3) can be interpreted like correlation coefficients between traits and 

goals. 

 

Mastery-approach goals had the most positive trait-goal relations, with positive relations with 

extraversion (β = .16, p = .001), agreeableness (β = .14, p = .008), and conscientiousness (β = 

.32, p < .001). However, the hypothesized relation with openness to experience was not 

significant (β = .08, ns). These results mostly support Hypothesis 1. 

 

Performance-avoidance goals had a strong, positive relation with neuroticism (β = .21, p < 

.001), but the expected negative relation with conscientiousness (β = .03, ns) was not found. 

These findings give partial support for Hypothesis 2. Furthermore, the hypothesized negatively-

valenced profile was further supported with negative relations with openness to experience (β 

= −.16, p = .001) and agreeableness (β = −.11, p = .04). 

 

Performance-approach goals had the anticipated mixed-valence personality profile. Specifically, 

performance-approach goals had a positive relation with neuroticism (β = .15, p < .003) and 

conscientiousness (β = .13, p = .009), and a (marginal) negative relation with agreeableness (β = 

−.10, p = .057), so Hypothesis 3 was supported. Unexpectedly, we found, in comparison to the 

other relations, a rather strong negative relation with openness to experience (β = −.19, p < 

.001). 
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Table 3.3 

Bivariate Relationships between Traits and Achievement Goals in Study 1 

  

NEO-PI-R α MAp PAv PAp MAv 
  

Neuroticism .80 -.02 .21** .14** .15** 
 t  -0.39 4.12 2.68 3.00 
 SE  0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 
 Intercept-Slope r  -0.02 -0.02 -0.02 -0.02 
 
Extraversion .83 .16** .07 .07 .13**
 t  3.02 1.27 1.30 2.65 
 SE  0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 
 Intercept-Slope r  0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 
 
Openness to Experience .68 .08 -.16** -.19** -.10 
 t  1.56 -3.03 -3.62 -1.87 
 SE  0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 
 Intercept-Slope r  0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 
 
Agreeableness .79 .14** -.11* -.10 -.04 
 t  2.64 -2.12 -1.91 -0.87 
 SE  0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 
 Intercept-Slope r  -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 
 
Conscientiousness .97 .32** .03 .13** .11* 
 t  6.55 0.52 2.55 2.19 
 SE  0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 
 Intercept-Slope r  -0.02 -0.02 -0.02 -0.02 
  
Note: MAp = Mastery-approach goals; PAp = Performance-approach goals; MAv = Mastery-avoidance goals; PAv = 
Performance-avoidance goals, α = Cronbach’s alpha, t = t-statistic of each fixed effect parameter, SE = Standard 
Error for each fixed effect parameter, Intercept-Slope = covariance between the intercept and slope.  Prior to 
analyses, all trait and goal variables were standardized, so these bivariate relationships can be interpreted similar 
to correlations although the analyses were done in multilevel modeling.  
*p < .05  **p < .01 
 
 

Finally, we found the predicted positive relation between mastery-avoidance goals and 

neuroticism (β = .15, p < .01), but the link with conscientiousness was positive (β = .11, p < .05) 
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rather than negative, so that Hypothesis 4 was only partially supported. Furthermore, we found 

an unexpected positive relation with extraversion (β = .13, p = .002). Like the performance-

approach goals, the valence of the trait profile of mastery-avoidance goals is in between the 

two extremes of mastery-approach goals and performance-avoidance goals. 

 

Study 2 

Study 1 showed that personality traits had relations with context-specific achievement goals 

across multiple exams, and the results were generally consistent with our hypotheses. In Study 

2, we retained the same hypotheses as Study 1; however, Study 2 differs from Study 1 in three 

important ways. First, participants lived in a different country (the Netherlands rather than the 

United States). Second, participants rated their achievement goals in a different achievement 

context, specifically, the workplace. Third, participants completed the full NEO-PI-R, which 

affords examination of facet-goal relations in addition to trait-goal relations. These facet 

relations were exploratory, and designed to detect how many facet-goal relations are reflected 

in the omnibus trait-goal relations. In addition, we were interested in whether some facet-goal 

relations would have a reversed valence relative to the omnibus trait-goal relations. 

 

Study 2 Method 

Participants 

Participants (N = 276) were clients from a Dutch national health care institute that specializes in 

diagnosing and treating people with work-related psychological problems.5 The sample had 

more men than women (56% men). The participants’ were on average 43 years old. The 

participants’ education level was as follows: 44% had a Bachelor’s degree or higher, 48% had 

completed high school, technical training, or vocational training, and 8% had some technical or 

vocational training. 

 

 

                                                           
5 The data for this study were collected in the context of a larger project (Van Yperen, Verbraak, & Spoor, 2011). 
None of the results reported in the present research have been reported in prior work. 
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Procedure 

As a part of standard intake procedures for the institute, all participants were routinely 

subjected to a standardized semi-structured clinical interview: the Mini-International 

Neuropsychiatric Interview (MINI; Sheehan et al., 1998). The MINI was used to determine the 

nature of work-related psychological complaints in terms of DSM-IV classification(s). 

 

During intake, participants were informed about the study. They were informed that 

participation was completely voluntary and that their data would be kept confidential and 

anonymous. Most clients were willing to participate (91%). Before the second visit, all 

participants completed and returned a signed informed consent form with all questionnaires. 

 

Measures 

Personality traits. Participants completed the full version of the Dutch NEO-PI-R (Hoekstra, 

Ormel, & De Fruyt, 1996) to assess all Big Five traits and their respective facets. Participants 

answered the 240 items on a five-point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 

Cronbach’s alphas for most traits were acceptable (α > .70), with the exception of 

agreeableness (α = .66). 

 

Achievement goals. Participants completed a Dutch version of the 12-item Achievement Goal 

Questionnaire (AGQ; Elliot & McGregor, 2001) to measure achievement goals. The items were 

modified similar to the method in Heidemeier and Bittner (2012), in which participants were 

asked to reflect on their goals for their work (e.g., “I want to learn as much as possible in my 

work.”) and compared themselves to their colleagues (e.g., “It is important for me to do better 

than my colleagues.”). Participants responded on a 7-point scale from “none of the time” to “all 

of the time.” Cronbach’s alphas for most goals were high (α > .70), with the exception of 

mastery-avoidance goals (α = .59). 
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Study 2 Results 

Descriptive statistics 

The descriptive statistics for the achievement goals in Table 3.4 are comparable to other 

achievement goal studies (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). All of the achievement goals are modestly 

correlated with each other, and they are similar to the patterns found in past research, except 

for a modest correlation between performance-avoidance goals and mastery-approach goals. 

 

Table 3.4 

Achievement Goal Descriptive Statistics Study 2 
  

Goal M SD 1 2 3 
  

1. MAp 5.28 1.13 -- 
2. MAv 3.44 1.45 .31** -- 
3. PAp 3.70 1.47 .27** .51** -- 
4. PAv 4.26 1.27 .37** .50** .50** 
  

Note. MAp = Mastery-approach goals; PAp = Performance-approach goals; MAv = Mastery-
avoidance goals; PAv = Performance-avoidance goals.  *p < .05  **p < .01 
 
 

The levels of the Big Five traits are also within normative standards when compared to the 

Dutch NEO-PI-R manual (Hoekstra et al., 1996). A possible concern with this sample data is that 

the participants, who reported work-related problems, may not reflect the same trait-goal 

relationships as a general population. We checked this generalizability concern by comparing 

the neuroticism levels of our participants to norms from a Dutch in-patient clinical sample 

(Egger, De Mey, Derksen, & van der Staak, 2003) and norms presented in the Dutch NEO-PI-R 

manual (Hoekstra et al., 1996). Neuroticism was used because it is the trait with the strongest 

relation to psychopathology (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006). Levels of neuroticism were much 

lower in our sample (M = 141.68, SD = 21.53) than in the in-patient sample (M = 160.50, SD = 

25.60; t = −8.80 (653), p < .001, d = −0.80), and slightly higher than the norms presented in the 

NEO-PI-R manual (M = 138.4, SD = 21.5; t = 2.30 (1579), p = .02, d = .15). These t-statistics and 
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effect size values suggest that the present sample is very close to the normal population and 

very different from the in-patient sample. 

 

Trait-goal bivariate relations 

Table 3.5 contains the correlations between the four achievement goals and all traits and facets 

on the NEO-PI-R. First, we will discuss each of the goal profiles at the broad, trait level6, and 

then we will discuss each of the goal profiles at the specific, facet level. 

 

Mastery-approach goals had the most positive trait-goal relations, with expected positive 

correlations with agreeableness (r = .13, p < .05) and conscientiousness (r = .27, p < .01). 

However, there was no relation with extraversion (r = −.04, ns) or openness to experience (r = 

.10, ns). These results are generally consistent with Study 1, and Hypothesis 1 was mostly 

supported. 

 

Performance-avoidance goals had the hypothesized negative trait-goal relations, with a strong 

positive correlation with neuroticism (r = .42, p < .01), although the relation with 

conscientiousness was not significant (r = −.06, ns). These results are generally consistent with 

Study 1, and Hypothesis 2 was partly supported. In addition, there was a negative correlation 

with extraversion (r = −.17, p < .01). 

 

Performance-approach goals mostly exhibited negative trait-goal relations. Like in Study 1, they 

had the expected positive correlation with neuroticism (r = .22, p < .01) and a negative 

correlation with agreeableness (r = −.25, p < .01); however, performance-approach goals did 

not have the expected positive correlation with conscientiousness (r = .01, ns). Hypothesis 3 

was mostly supported. 

                                                           
6 With this dataset, we only analyzed the measures reported. We also tested the trait-goal relationships 
concurrently to address multicolinearity concerns. We ran a path analysis correlating all traits and goals, and 
allowing for intercorrelation among the goals and traits. The values were nearly identical to the correlations 
presented in this manuscript (see Appendix A). This model suggests that distinct patterns of trait-goal relations 
could be discerned even when controlling for other traits simultaneously. Rather than presenting the nearly 
identical values for the path analysis, we present the zero-order correlations in Table 3.5. 
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Table 3.5 

Big Five Traits and Facets Correlated with Achievement Goals in Study 2 

NEO-PI-R Α MAp PAv PAp MAv 

Neuroticism (N) .84 .10 .42** .22** .44** 
Extraversion (E) .76 -.04 -.17** .05 -.26** 
Openness to experience (O) .72 .10 -.06 .09 .03 
Agreeableness (A) .70 .13* .00 -.25** .01 
Conscientiousness (C) .76 .27** -.06 .01 -.17** 
N1: Anxiety .85 .10 .38** .18** .39** 
N2: Hostility .69 .00 .20** .09 .15* 
N3: Depression .83 .03 .36** .18** .42** 
N4: Self-Consciousness .81 .19** .42** .23** .47** 
N5: Impulsiveness .65 .09 .18** .16** .12 
N6: Vulnerability to Stress .84 .00 .26** .11 .35** 
E1: Warmth .73 .03 -.18** -.07 -.18** 
E2: Gregariousness .80 -.06 -.08 -.01 -.19** 
E3: Assertiveness .82 -.11 -.24** .09 -.25** 
E4: Activity .72 .02 -.06 .08 -.15* 
E5: Excitement Seeking .69 -.06 .03 .13* -.07 
E6: Positive Emotion .81 .01 -.15* .00 -.20** 
O1: Fantasy .82 -.01 -.05 .05 .03 
O2: Aesthetics .78 .10 -.01 .03 .08 
O3: Feelings .74 .12* .07 .04 .06 
O4: Actions .64 -.06 -.15* -.01 -.14* 
O5: Ideas .71 .15* -.02 .13* .05 
O6: Values .55 .11 -.08 .10 .00 
A1: Trust .79 -.08 -.25** -.20** -.16** 
A2: Straightforwardness .71 .20** -.01 -.16** .01 
A3: Altruism .68 .21** .10 -.06 .02 
A4: Compliance .71 .06 .01 -.13* .06 
A5: Modesty .75 .05 .08 -.27** .01 
A6: Tendermindedness .62 .07 .10 -.08 .14* 
C1: Competence .74 .16** -.15* -.02 -.29** 
C2: Order .71 .15* -.08 -.03 -.10 
C3: Dutifulness .64 .26** .15* .01 .05 
C4: Achievement Striving .74 .25** .11 .21** .00 
C5: Self-Discipline .77 .11 -.25** -.12* -.30** 
C6: Deliberation .74 .17** .04 -.00 -.04 
Note:  MAp = Mastery-approach goals; PAp = Performance-approach goals; MAv = Mastery-
avoidance goals; PAv = Performance-avoidance goals, α = Cronbach’s alpha. 
*p < .05  **p < .01 
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Mastery-avoidance goals also had negative trait-goal relations. Like Study 1, we found the 

predicted positive correlation with neuroticism (r = .44, p < .01). Moreover, in Study 2, we also 

found the predicted negative correlation with conscientiousness (r = −.17, p = .05), so that in 

Study 2, Hypothesis 4 was fully supported. In addition, and consistent with the negative profile, 

we found a negative relation with extraversion (r = −.26, p < .01). 

 

Facet-goal bivariate relations 

Mastery-approach goals. Mastery-approach goal pursuit had a strong positive personality 

profile at the facet level. Specifically, five out of the six conscientiousness facets were 

significantly related to mastery-approach goals. Similarly, two agreeableness facets were 

related to mastery-approach goals—straightforwardness and altruism. Unlike the null trait level 

results for openness to experience, there were two significant facet-goal relations: feelings (r = 

.12, p < .05) and ideas (r = .15, p < .05). However, like the trait level, no facet-goal relations with 

extraversion were found. Thus, the facet-goal relations mostly support Hypothesis 1. 

 

Performance-avoidance goals. Consistent with the mostly negative personality profile at the 

broad trait level, all six neuroticism facets were related to performance-avoidance goals. 

Interestingly, there was a mixed valence profile for the facet-goal relations of 

conscientiousness. There were two negative correlations—competence (r = −.15, p < .05) and 

self-discipline (r = −.25, p < .01)—and surprisingly, we found one positive facet-goal 

correlation—dutifulness (r = .15, p < .05). Generally, the facet-goal relations strongly support 

Hypothesis 2. 

 

Performance-approach goals. Performance-approach goal pursuit had a mostly negative 

personality profile at the trait level; however, the facet level had a more complex pattern, a 

mixture between positive and negative facet-goal relations. The expected negative relation 

with agreeableness and performance-approach goals was reflected in four agreeableness 

facets. Likewise, four neuroticism facets were related to performance-approach goals. As for 

our expected positive relation with conscientiousness, we found a positive relation with 
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achievement striving (r = .21, p < .01), but unexpectedly, we found a negative relation with self-

discipline (r = −.12, p < .05). Thus, the facet evidence mostly supports Hypothesis 3. 

 

Mastery-avoidance goals. Mastery-avoidance goal pursuit had a very negative personality 

profile. The expected relation with neuroticism was reflected in five of its facets. The negative 

correlation between mastery-avoidance goals and conscientiousness was reflected in two 

facets—competence (r = −.29, p < .01) and self-discipline (r = −.30, p < .01). Thus, Hypothesis 4 

was supported. Moreover, the facet level showed additional negative facet-goal relations, 

including negative correlations with five extraversion facets. 

 

General discussion 

Across two different samples in terms of culture, language, age, and context, we found 

generally consistent relations between personality traits and achievement goals, and the 

patterns of these relations are unique for each achievement goal. The trait-goal relations 

indicated that mastery-approach goals are clearly positive and performance-avoidance goals 

are clearly negative, while both performance-approach and mastery-avoidance goals showed a 

hybrid of positive and negative qualities in their trait-goal relations. Moreover, facet-goal 

relations showed the specific aspects relevant to the broad trait-goal relations, either in a few 

specific facets or several facets across the whole trait. Taken together, these findings suggest 

complexity in the relations between holistic personality traits and context-specific achievement 

goals, which may serve to explain differences in achievement goal processes and outcomes. 

 

Trait-goal relations and achievement outcomes 

There are three anticipated, consistent, and specific sets of trait-goal relations to note from 

these studies. First, conscientiousness is strongly and positively related to mastery-approach 

goals across all facets. Second, agreeableness is positively related to mastery-approach goals 

and negatively related to performance-approach goals. Third, both avoidance goals and both 

performance goals are positively related to neuroticism, which is reflected across most of its 

facets. These key relations could serve as a foundation for developing more complex models of 
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achievement motivation, in which achievement goals may serve as possible mediators between 

personality traits and various behavioral outcomes. 

 

For example, conscientiousness is a strong predictor of both mastery-approach goals (see Study 

1 and 2) and performance attainment (e.g., Noftle and Robins, 2007 and Robins et al., 2005), 

which suggests that mastery-approach goals may mediate the link between conscientiousness 

and performance. Conscientiousness and several of its facets predicted mastery-approach 

goals, suggesting a stronger and more elaborate process. Recent work (Corker et al., 2012) 

showed that conscientiousness strongly related to mastery-approach goals, which indirectly 

predicted exam performance. Performance-approach goals had a mixed relation with 

conscientiousness at the facet level, suggesting that mechanisms leading to task performance 

for this goal may be more complex. Future work should explore this relation within other 

achievement contexts and the different trajectories of these approach goals. 

 

Similarly, the relations between agreeableness and both approach goals could help explain 

their different achievement outcomes. Across both studies, agreeableness was positively 

related to mastery-approach goals and was negatively related to performance-approach goals. 

Hence, this trait may explain why people choose to adopt either mastery-approach goals (i.e., 

individuals high in agreeableness) or performance-approach goals (i.e., individuals low in 

agreeableness), or explain how it is manifested in related behavior. In previous research, 

mastery-approach goals led to more cooperative behavior, while performance-approach goals 

led to more competitive behavior and a greater proneness to engage in cheating behavior 

(Baranik et al., 2010, Janssen and Van Yperen, 2004, Poortvliet et al., 2009 and Van Yperen et 

al., 2011). By extension, agreeableness could be fundamental in explaining how people act 

socially in achievement contexts, and future research should explore this process. 

 

The third key finding of these studies is that neuroticism is not only related to avoidance goals, 

but also both of the performance goals. Neuroticism-goal relations have been explored 

previously, principally in work on approach and avoidance temperament (Elliot and Thrash, 
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2002 and Elliot and Thrash, 2010). As part of the avoidance system, neuroticism predicted 

avoidance goal pursuit, but neuroticism also predicted both performance goals. The results 

from both studies showed these same trends, particularly on the facet level of neuroticism. 

 

Furthermore, in line with previous findings, extraversion was related positively to mastery-

approach goals in Study 1, but surprisingly, it was unrelated to mastery-approach goals in Study 

2. While these findings may be an artifact of our Study 2 sample, it may also suggest that 

extraversion may only be important in certain situations (i.e., useful in school rather than 

work). Based on other work related to extraversion and goal pursuit (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012), 

social goals and hedonistic goals were related to momentary changes in self-reported 

extraversion and unrelated to the goal of “to get things done.” While this latter goal is an 

unclear achievement goal within the 2 × 2 framework, this finding may suggest that there could 

be limits on how extraversion relates to mastery-approach goals, or rather, other traits are 

more relevant to the pursuit of mastery-approach goals (e.g., conscientiousness and 

agreeableness). 

 

The role of achievement context 

The role of achievement context was emphasized in this study as a critical advancement from 

previous research. We noted that personality traits and achievement orientations were 

assessed at a broad, dispositional level in past research (Payne et al., 2007), which could 

exaggerate the relations between these two concepts. Rather than finding trait-goal relations 

across all traits as in past achievement orientations research, we found that only a few key 

personality traits were related to each achievement goal. Our results also showed a more 

complex picture than the meta-analyses presented in Table 1, which were either strongly 

positive (mastery-approach), strongly negative (performance-avoidance), or weak positive to 

null (performance-approach; Payne et al., 2007). In particular, performance-approach goals had 

a more mixed profile at the trait and facet level, which may explain the null findings when 

aggregated. Achievement orientations lack the ability to detect the fluctuations in strategies 

across different situations. 
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The importance of context begs the question of how to define the scope of context. There is 

general agreement that achievement orientations are more trait-like, while achievement goals 

are more momentary or state-like to a specific achievement domain, such as work, school, and 

sports (Hulleman et al., 2010). However, as in our studies herein, the specificity of the context 

can vary. Participants evaluated goals for a specific class on specific exams in Study 1, while 

participants in Study 2 evaluated goals across their work tasks in general. The breadth of the 

goals in Study 2 was unavoidable, as participants had a wide array of professions with differing 

tasks and competence evaluations. This difference in scope may make it difficult to compare 

these goals across contexts. Similarly, the difference between the work context and the school 

context may be linked to different consequences. Performing better than other people may 

have different consequences in a work context than a school context, particularly as peer 

groups may stay the same for over a decade in a work environment and change frequently 

across semesters or academic years in a school environment. As such, the consequences of the 

different contexts may impact which goals are adopted and how the goals are related to 

personality. However, the consistencies between trait-goal relations in Study 1 and Study 2 

showed that there still is common ground between domains. More research should make 

comparisons across contexts (Van Yperen et al., 2011), especially as research in context-specific 

achievement goals is primarily limited to educational domains (Hulleman et al., 2010). 

 

The role of achievement context is an important theoretical question, but is also important in 

interpreting the fluctuations in results from Study 1 to Study 2. Specifically, the relations 

between mastery-avoidance goals and the traits of extraversion and conscientiousness 

switched from a positive valence in Study 1 to a negative valence in Study 2. While these results 

may appear puzzling, this fluctuation is entirely plausible based on the findings from past 

research. De Lange et al. (2010) found that mastery-avoidance goals are more common in older 

working adults, and mastery-avoidance goal adoption reflected lower work engagement and 

personal meaning in work, which could be exacerbated by our sample (i.e., participants with 

work-related problems). The age range and mean of the work sample in Study 2 varied greatly 
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relative to the college sample in Study 1. However, it is difficult to discern the exact processes 

operative in each of these samples, and future research should explore these curious findings. 

 

Strengths and limitations 

There are several strengths to the present research. First, these studies use two very different 

samples in terms of achievement domain, age, language, and culture. The consistencies 

between broad personality traits and context-specific achievement goals indicate that there are 

potentially common elements in achievement goal processes. Relatedly, it shows that these 

trait-goal relationships may differ in our assessment of two western samples compared to past 

work conducted in eastern cultures (Chen & Zhang, 2011). Second, Study 1 utilized multiple 

assessments of achievement goals to gain a more accurate assessment of these trait-goal 

relations. While the consistency and variability of achievement goals is still being researched 

(Fryer & Elliot, 2007), the multiple assessments of goals in Study 1 allows for controlling the 

variance that may account for fluctuation in the trait-goal relations. Third, Study 2 is the only 

study thus far to assess the relations of achievement goals with both personality traits and their 

facets, which provides a more detailed picture of how personality traits and achievement goals 

are related. 

 

There are also some limitations to these studies. First, both of these studies are correlational, 

so no causation can be inferred. Theoretically, we assume that personality traits cause people 

to adopt different achievement goals rather than the reverse. However, we cannot exclude the 

possibility that adoption of different achievement goals can change one’s personality traits over 

a lengthy period of time. In fact, recent research on major life goals has shown this dynamic 

relationship between personality traits and goal pursuit (Bleidorn, 2009). Future work should 

address the specific processes involved. Second, we used a very specific sample in Study 2, 

which was comprised of workers who had work-related problems. While the present sample 

appeared to be very close to the normal population, and very different from in-patient samples, 

the achievement goal ratings might reflect the characteristics of this sample, and we 

recommend caution in generalizing from these trait-goal profiles in a work-related context. 
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Finally, we used two different versions of achievement goal measures, the AGQ-R (Elliot & 

Murayama, 2008) in Study 1 and an adapted AGQ (Elliot & McGregor, 2001) for Study 2. This 

comparison presents two concerns. The first concern is that the AGQ-R updated and modified 

items to remove affective elements from the items. As such, the trait-goal relations may be 

stronger for Study 2 (which used the original AGQ) compared to Study 1. A second concern is 

the scope of the “context” for each domain. Study 1 assessed a specific task (i.e., exams) rather 

than the broad context (i.e., my work) in Study 2. The broad scope was a necessity for Study 2, 

as participants had a wide variety of different occupations and tasks in different companies. A 

better one-to-one comparison would be to assess a specific project within a specific 

organization. Work on context-specific achievement goals in the work domain is very limited, 

and future research should be conducted to make better comparisons with existing educational 

research. 

 

Conclusions and future directions 

The key findings from our studies are that there are three consistent sets of relations between 

personality traits and achievement goals, revealing that holistic personality can be used to 

explain achievement goal pursuit. Interestingly, it is not merely one’s level of conscientiousness 

that predicts all achievement goals—rather different traits are relevant for different types of 

goals. We believe that these trait-goal relationships can provide an exciting first step to a new 

line of achievement goal research. As researchers venture away from single-goal processes and 

focus on multiple-goal processes (Barron and Harackiewicz, 2001, Pintrich, 2000 and Van 

Yperen et al., 2013), an understanding of the broad individual differences that are relevant to 

these processes is critical. Approach temperament and avoidance temperament may provide 

an underlying baseline in the achievement goal process (Elliot and Thrash, 2002 and Elliot and 

Thrash, 2010), but greater detail can be afforded by utilizing the Big Five traits and facets in 

further research.   
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Chapter 4 

Beyond the Big Five:  An introduction to state perfectionism1 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this research is to define the concept of state perfectionism and to develop and 
validate the State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (SMPS). This measure helps 
researchers who want to study the variability of perfectionism within a single domain, and the 
stability and change in perfectionism across different domains. The SMPS focuses on three 
intrapersonal facets of perfectionism: personal standards, doubts about actions, and concern 
over mistakes. Across a series of five studies, the results showed that the SMPS is a reliable 
measure with structural and conceptual validity. The utility and implications of using the SMPS 
are discussed. 
 
 
Perfectionism is a personality construct with multiple dimensions (or facets) that predict 

positive and negative behavior (Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 

1991; Slaney, Rice, Mobley, Trippi, & Ashby, 2001). Perfectionism research spans across several 

disciplines, including clinical psychology (e.g., Flett & Hewitt, 2002), educational psychology 

(e.g., Flett, Blankstien, & Hewitt, 2009), sport and exercise psychology (e.g., Dunn, Gotwals, & 

Dunn, 2005), and organizational psychology (e.g., Van Yperen, Verbraak, & Spoor, 2011). While 

perfectionism can facilitate higher levels of achievement (Flett, Sawatzky, & Hewitt, 1995; 

Stoeber, Chesterman, & Tarn, 2010), most research has cited its detrimental effects, including 

stress and lower well-being (Chang, 2006; Flett, Blankstein, & Hewitt, 2009; Van Yperen & 

Hagedoorn, 2008). With few exceptions, researchers have studied trait perfectionism, which 

focuses on perfectionistic individuals on a global level, regardless of situations. However, it is 

likely that people have higher levels (including relative levels) of perfectionism in some 

situations then they have in other situations. Some researchers have addressed this issue by 

modifying trait scales to fit different domains, such as developing a sport perfectionism scale 

(e.g., Gotwals, Dunn, Dunn, & Gamache, 2010). However, this method is limited because (i) it is 
                                                           
1This chapter is based on McCabe, K. O., Van Yperen, N. W., & Elliot, A. J. Defining and Assessing State 
Perfectionism: The State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale. Manuscript under preparation. 
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difficult to compare perfectionism across domains with different scales, and (ii) these measures 

cannot detect perfectionism variability within a given domain. We propose an alternative 

solution by applying the density distributions approach of traits (Fleeson, 2001) to 

perfectionism. This approach incorporates both the broad trait of perfectionism, as well as the 

narrow, situational focus on perfectionism as a personality state (i.e., how perfectionistic a 

person is at a given moment).  

 

The purpose of this research is twofold. A first purpose is to provide a clear conceptualization of 

state perfectionism through application of the density distributions approach to personality 

(Fleeson, 2001). A second purpose is to develop and validate the State Multidimensional 

Perfectionism Scale (SMPS). This measure addresses the two aforementioned limitations of 

current domain-specific scales, efficiently allowing the full stability and change of perfectionistic 

behavior to be assessed. 

 

Perfectionism: Definition and Application 

Trait Definition 

Trait perfectionism is defined as a personality disposition in which a person strives to be 

flawless in his or her actions (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Research in the early 1990’s advanced this 

concept by moving from a single dimension to a multidimensional trait structure (Frost, 

Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991) that encompasses specific facets of 

this broader trait. Several theories have outlined different perfectionism facets, each theory 

with its respective approach to measurement (Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Slaney et 

al., 2001). Despite ongoing debate regarding perfectionism facets, there is growing consensus 

that there are positive, adaptive facets of perfectionism and negative, maladaptive facets of 

perfectionism (Gaudreau, 2012; Stoeber & Otto, 2006). Theories also distinguish between 

intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions of perfectionism; we focused exclusively on 

intrapersonal standards of perfectionism herein in this initial development of the scale (see 

Discussion for further explanation). We utilized the three dimensions proposed by Frost and 

colleagues (1990): personal standards, doubts about actions, and concern over mistakes. We 
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believe that these facets represent clear and important distinctions within the construct of 

perfectionism, and we define each below. 

 

Personal standards. Flett and Hewitt (2002) defined this facet as “setting high standards of 

great importance imposed on the self.” This facet is an adaptive (Stoeber & Otto, 2006) because 

it predicts positive outcomes. Personal standards is positively related to achievement behavior 

(Flett, Sawatzky, & Hewitt, 1995; ; Verner-Filion & Gaudreau, 2010), performance attainment 

(Stoll, Lau, & Stoeber, 2008; Stoeber, Uphill, & Hotham, 2009), academic motivation (Miquelon, 

Vallerand, Grouzet, & Cardinal, 2005). Personal standards is also related to fewer academic 

problems (Hanchon, 2010; Van Yperen, 2006), and more adaptive coping and lower test anxiety 

(Weiner & Carton, 2012). Personal standards and similar perfectionism constructs (e.g., self-

oriented perfectionism, perfectionistic strivings, adaptive perfectionism) have positive relations 

with trait positive affect (Kaye et al. 2008; Stoeber & Otto, 2006) and state positive affect (Flett, 

Blankstein, & Hewitt, 2009), particularly after a success experience (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009). 

Within the Big Five framework, personal standards is positively related to conscientiousness 

(Dunkley & Kyparissis, 2008; Hill, Hall, & Appleton, 2010; Rice, Ashby, & Slaney, 2007; Stoeber, 

Otto, & Dalbert, 2009). 

 

Doubts about actions. Flett and Hewitt (2002) defined this facet as the “extent to which a 

person doubts his or her ability to accomplish a task.” This facet is considered a maladaptive 

perfectionism dimension, predicting higher stress and anxiety (Flett et al., 2009; Flaxman, 

Menard, Bond, Kinman, 2012), lower academic motivation (Miquelon et al., 2005), more 

academic problems (Hanchon, 2010), and greater avoidant coping and test anxiety (Weiner & 

Carton, 2012). Despite the negativity of these outcomes, this perfectionism dimension tends to 

be unrelated to performance;. Doubts about actions and similar constructs (e.g., maladaptive 

perfectionism, perfectionistic concerns) have positive relations with trait negative affect (Kaye 

et al. 2008), particularly after a failure experience (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009). Within the Big Five 

framework, doubts about actions has negative relations with emotional stability (Dunkley & 

Kyparissis, 2008; Rice, Ashby, & Slaney, 2007). 
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Concern over mistakes. Flett and Hewitt (2002) defined this facet as “a tendency to have a 

negative reaction to mistakes, anticipate disapproval, and interpret mistakes as equivalent to 

failure.” Concern over mistakes is considered a maladaptive, and is commonly grouped 

together with doubts about actions as a higher facet of “maladaptive evaluation concerns” 

(Frost, Heimberg, Holt, Mattia, & Neubauer, 1993); as such, it has exhibited a similar pattern of 

relations as doubts about actions (Cumming & Duda, 2012)). However, concern over mistakes 

has also been related to some positive qualities, including increased study behavior (Brown et 

al, 1999). Moreover, conceptually the two facets are fundamentally different. Concern over 

mistakes is a reaction to errors that increases vigilance to prevent future errors; alternatively, 

doubts about actions is second-guessing or questioning of one’s ability. As such, the predictive 

profile of the concern over mistakes facet may be viewed as in between the two extremes of 

the positive, adaptive profile linked to the personal standards facet, and the maladaptive, 

negative profile linked to the doubts about actions facet. 

 

Domain-Specific Perfectionism 

The underlying assumption of most perfectionism research is that perfectionism is a trait, 

meaning it is a characteristic applicable across all domains of one’s life -- from how well one 

performs at work or school to how well one interacts with other people (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). 

However, people may only manifest perfectionistic behavior in specific situations (e.g., high 

levels of perfectionism in a work context, but low levels in social or sport contexts). The initial 

approach to addressing this contingency-based view of trait perfectionism was to examine 

specific domains in which perfectionism is likely to be exhibited in the population. For example, 

Mitchelson and Burns (1998) assessed levels of perfectionism for working women at home and 

work, finding higher levels of trait perfectionism at work relative to home among career 

mothers. Other research has investigated romantic relationships, comparing levels of 

perfectionism among dating couples (Flett, Hewitt, Shapiro, & Rayman, 2001) and spouses 

(Randolph & Dykman, 1998). In the sport domain, Dunn and colleagues (2005) found that 

intercollegiate athletes had higher levels of perfectionism on a sport-based measure, compared 
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to a general trait and a school-context measure of perfectionism. These findings support the 

need to investigate perfectionism beyond the trait level, at a more context-specific level. 

 

However, there are critical theoretical and methodological issues involved in studying domain-

specific perfectionism in this manner. The primary issue is that trait perfectionism scales must 

be tailored and adapted to each context, which requires the validation and creation of an array 

of scales. Even when these scales are validated, the modifications could change the 

psychometric properties of the scale, making it difficult to make any comparisons across 

contexts (Furr, 2011). A secondary issue is conceptual, and concerns the question of what these 

domain-specific scales are measuring. Within each domain, each measure essentially remains a 

trait measure of that context; it only accounts for variability in perfectionism across different 

contexts, not variability in perfectionism within the context itself. People may be high in 

perfectionism at work one moment and low on perfectionism at work a few hours later. Due to 

these complications, we assert that studying the full within-person variability of perfectionism 

promises to offer more insight than simply assessing trait perfectionism within each domain. 

That is, we believe the best way to study contextual perfectionism is to move beyond domain-

specific perfectionism to state perfectionism. 

 

Personality Traits and Personality States 

Personality traits refer to an individual’s general pattern of thoughts, feelings, and behavior 

(McCrae & Costa, 2003; p. 25). Traits describe how people generally act beyond a specific 

context, and remain relatively stable over time (Funder, 1991). The consistency and stability of 

traits is important and essential to predicting behavior over time and to predicting major life 

outcomes (Fleeson & Noftle, 2008; Ozer & Bennet-Martinez, 2006). However, a common 

assertion is that personality traits are unable to explain why people behave differently in 

different situations (Fleeson, 2001; Funder, 1991). To address this issue, the density 

distributions approach was developed that shifts the level of measurement from personality 

traits to personality states by asking people about their personality in a specific situation rather 

than asking people about their personality in general (Fleeson, 2001; 2012). 
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A personality state is an individual’s thoughts, feelings, and behavior at a specific moment 

(Fleeson, 2001; 2012). Personality states are specific to a situation and are variable over time. 

For example, when assessing state extraversion, a person can be talkative in one moment and 

quiet a short time later. When personality states are measured multiple times (i.e., over 10-14 

days), personality traits are represented by the means of an individual’s states. Moreover, the 

variance of the distribution of an individual’s states indicates how much fluctuation people 

have in their trait manifestation. A small standard deviation suggests that the person’s trait 

does not vary much based on the situational context; a large standard deviation suggests that a 

person’s trait varies considerably across different types of situations.  

 

The density distributions approach has primarily been utilized in research on the Big Five 

personality traits (Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson & Gallagher, 2009). However, the concept of 

personality state has also been applied to other areas, particularly affect (Watson, Clark, & 

Tellegen, 1988). The present research serves to advance extant research on the trait 

perfectionism concept by measuring perfectionism as a personality state.  

 

State Perfectionism 

State perfectionism may be defined as striving for flawlessness at a given moment. A similar 

construct of perfectionistic cognitions has been proposed in past research (Flett., Hewitt, 

Blankstein, & Gray, 1998; Stoeber, Kobori, & Tanno, 2010); however, state perfectionism differs 

conceptually and methodically from perfectionistic cognitions in two important ways. First, 

state perfectionism clearly connects the state with the broader trait, which includes the 

individual’s general pattern of thoughts, feelings, and behavior (McCrae & Costa, 2003). 

Cognitions can be viewed as part, but not the entirety, of a trait or state. Second, unlike 

perfectionistic cognitions, which are measured before the cognitions occur, personality states 

may be measured during or immediately after a specific event. Thus, rather than anticipating 

cognitions, personality states assess a person’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that are 

actually occurring or have actually occurred. 
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State perfectionism should be assessed with the same measure across domains. Two prior 

studies have investigated state perfectionism. One study used different measures for each 

situation and observed low reliability (Saboonchi & Lundh, 1999). A recent study (Boone et al., 

2012) studied state perfectionism with a broad daily measure, adding “today” to the beginning 

of the items. While this measure is a positive step toward assessing state perfectionism, it lacks 

the standardization and full flexibility of a personality state measure. With a standardized 

measure absent, we developed the State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (SMPS).  

 

The SMPS affords the flexibility that is lacking in previous domain-specific research. The items 

or instructions can be altered to fit a specific context (e.g., asking how perfectionistic students 

are or were during an exam) or a specific time period (e.g., asking how perfectionistic people 

were during the last 30 minutes). The measure can be used as a one-time assessment (i.e., a 

critical dependent variable in a study) or as multiple assessments (i.e., an experience-sampling 

measure; Fleeson, 2001). 

 

The SMPS has three intrapersonal scales based on Frost and colleagues (1990) perfectionism 

dimensions: personal standards (setting high standards in a given moment), concern over 

mistakes (a strong aversion to making errors in a given moment), and doubts about actions 

(second-guessing one’s ability to accomplish a task in a given moment). In testing the validity of 

the SMPS, we expect the states to exhibit the same pattern of relations as seen in the trait 

perfectionism literature. In other words, state personal standards should be related to adaptive 

constructs and outcomes, state doubts about actions should be related to maladaptive 

constructs and outcomes, and concern over mistakes should be related to a mixture of adaptive 

and maladaptive constructs and outcomes. And, state perfectionism constructs are expected to 

be positively related to their trait perfectionism counterparts. 

 

Study Overview 

Studies 1-3 tested the reliability and structural validity of the SMPS with individuals who 

participated in a typing test online. Study 1 tested the proposed structure of the scale through 



 

Chapter 4 | 86 

an exploratory factor analysis (EFA); Study 2 tested this scale structure through a confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA). 

 

Studies 2-5 explored the construct validity of the SMPS. Beyond the CFA of Study 2, we also 

conducted initial validity checks of the SMPS dimensions with trait perfectionism, state affect, 

and self-reported typing strategies. Study 3 continued these validity tests with other trait 

perfectionism constructs and personality traits, specifically two relevant factors of the Big Five -

- conscientiousness and emotional stability. Studies 4 and 5 used a Dutch version of the SMPS. 

Because this Dutch SMPS may have different psychometric properties than the English SMPS, 

we conducted analyses to check the comparability of scale versions (Furr, 2011). In Study 4, we 

ran a CFA to check the scale structure (comparable to Study 2) and conducted similar validity 

tests with personality traits (comparable to Study 3). Finally, Study 5 used the SMPS in a field 

study to test construct validity in a real-world setting. 

 

Study 1: EFA 

Participants and Procedure 

One hundred and four (70 female and 34 male) participants were recruited online through 

announcements in social media. Their age ranged from 18 to 63 years (M = 29.61, SD = 9.47). 

After signing a consent form, participants completed a five-minute typing test. Participants 

typed a fable that was presented on the screen, and they were alerted when they made an 

error. After finishing the test, participants completed the SMPS. 

 

State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (SMPS) 

Unlike research on Big Five personality states (Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson & Gallagher, 2009), we 

could not simply use adjectives to parallel the structure between trait and state measures. 

Therefore, we developed the SMPS by adapting items from three common trait perfectionism 

scales: the two different Multidimensional Perfectionism Scales (MPS; Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt 

& Flett, 1991) and the Almost Perfect Scale-Revised (APS-R; Slaney et al., 2001). All trait items 

were modified to measure a specific point in time rather than a broad cross-situational 
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evaluation. Any hypothetical statements were changed to concrete, past-tense statements. For 

example, the Frost-MPS trait item “I should be upset if I make a mistake.” was changed to the 

state item “I was upset when I made a mistake during the typing task.” After pilot testing these 

items, we selected the items for the state measure that are presented in Table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1 

State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale Items 
  

Instructions:  Please answer the following based on how you felt during . . . (insert prepositional 

phrase here). 

State Personal Standards:   

1. I felt that I needed to strive for excellence. 

2. I strove to be as perfect as I can be. 

3. I demanded nothing less than perfection of myself. 

State Concern Over Mistakes:   

4. I felt uneasy seeing errors in my work. 

5. I was upset when I made a mistake. 

6. I felt foolish when I made a mistake. 

State Doubts about actions:  

7. I had doubts about my work.  

8. I constantly second-guessed my responses. 

9. I felt unsure about my responses. 
  
Note: Prepositional phrases should be added to the end of each item to reflect the nature of the state. For 
example, “during the typing task” was added in Studies 1-2, “during Version 2 of the task” was added in Studies 3-
4, and “during the statistics exam” was added in Study 5. Alternative contexts or time ranges (e.g., during the last 
30 minutes) could also be used as endings. 
 

In using this scale, the instructions should be changed or a prepositional ending should be 

added to each item to specify the context (e.g., a task, exam, project, athletic competition, etc.) 

or temporal reference (e.g., during the previous 30 minutes). For most studies (except Study 5), 
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all items were presented in a randomized order. In Study 1, we used a 5-point scale2 from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” All reliabilities, descriptive statistics, and 

intercorrelations among the scales from all studies can be found in Table 4.2. 

 

Results and Discussion 

To test the structure of the measure, we ran an EFA on the nine items. A principal components 

analysis with a promax rotation was used to account for correlations among the perfectionism 

dimensions (John & Soto, 2007). The eigenvalues suggested a two-factor solution (accounting 

for 57.62% of the variance) or a three-factor solution (accounting for 67.76% of the variance). In 

examining the scree plot, the eigenvalues flatten out (i.e., create an “elbow”) after three 

factors. Moreover, the pattern matrices support a three-factor solution over a two-factor 

solution. The two-factor matrix divided between positive and negative perfectionism; however, 

this structure also had items with high cross loadings (from .30 to .36) for items pertaining to 

concern over mistakes. The pattern matrix for the three-factor matrix (see Table 4.3) had a 

clear structure with no cross loadings above .30. These results provide clear support for the 

basic three-factor structure of the SMPS3.  

 

Study 2: CFA and Construct Validity 

In addition to testing the factor structure from Study 1 with CFA, Study 2 served as an initial test 

of construct validity focused on trait perfectionism, state affect, and task strategies. We 

expected to observe positive correlations between each state scale and its corresponding trait 

scale. Additional, but weaker correlations across scales were also anticipated (e.g., a positive 

correlation between state concern over mistakes and trait doubts about actions). In accord with 

                                                           
2 A 5-point scale was used in Studies 1-3, and a 7-point scale was used in Studies 4-5. The variance was similar 
across studies. 
3 An additional check of intra-rater reliability was conducted with a subsample of participants (N = 63). The SMPS 
variables had moderate test-retest correlations (.55 < r < .60). 
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Table 4.2 

SM
PS Reliabilities and Intercorrelations 

Study 
Lang. 

Scale 
N

 
SPS 
α 

SCO
M

 
α 

SDAA 
α 

SPS 
M

  
(SD) 

SCO
M

 
M

  
(SD) 

SDAA 
M

  
(SD) 

PS-CO
M

 r 
PS-DAA  

r 
CO

M
- 

DAA  
R 

1 
English 

5-point 
104 

.76 
.74 

.73 
3.14 

(1.06) 
2.41 

(1.04) 
1.79 

(0.80) 
.32** 

-.09 
.43** 

2 
English 

5-point 
126 

.75 
.84 

.78 
3.67 

(0.80) 
2.68 

(1.08) 
2.22 

(0.90) 
.18* 

.11 
.58** 

3 
English 

7-point 
115 

.69 
.82 

.82 
3.33 

(1.23) 
2.90 

(1.34) 
3.30 

(1.16) 
.36** 

.15 
.49** 

4 
Dutch 

7-point 
96 

.86 
.85 

.74 
3.80 

(1.46) 
2.51 

(1.32) 
3.30 

(1.30) 
.37** 

.44** 
.82** 

5 
Dutch 

7-point 
55 

.78 
.80 

.79 
3.63 

(1.54) 
3.45 

(1.47) 
4.85 

(1.33) 
.30* 

-.26 
.54** 

N
ote: SM

PS = State M
ultidim

ensional Perfectionism
 Scale, SPS = State Personal Standards; SCO

M
 = State Concern O

ver M
istakes; SDAA = State Doubts about 

actions. **p < .01, *p < .05 
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Table 4.3 

Study 1: Exploratory Factor Analysis 

 1 2 3 

SMPS 1 (SPS 1) .79   

SMPS 2 (SPS 2) .89   

SMPS 3 (SPS 3) .76   

SMPS 4 (SCOM 1)  .53  

SMPS 5 (SCOM 2  .86  

SMPS 6 (SCOM 3)  .81  

SMPS 7 (SDAA 1)   .86 

SMPS 8 (SDAA 2)   .52 

SMPS 9 (SDAA 3)   .94 

Initial Eigenvalue 2.97 2.21 0.91 

Initial Variance 33.01% 24.61% 10.14% 

Rotation Sums of Squares 2.27 2.55 2.30 

Note: N = 104. SMPS = State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale, SPS = 
State Personal Standards; SCOM = State Concern Over Mistakes; SDAA = 
State Doubts about actions. A principal components analysis with a promax 
rotation was used to account for intercorrelation among the factors.  
Cross-loadings less than .40 were omitted. 
 

 

prior work with trait perfectionism, state positive affect was expected to be positively related 

to state personal standards, and state negative affect was expected to be positively related to 

state concern over mistakes and state doubts about actions. The two typing strategies were 

expected to have different relations with the state perfectionism scales. Using the backspace is 

adaptive, and was expected to be positively related to state high standards. Typing slower to 
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prevent errors reflects uncertainty and concern regarding one’s behavior, and was expected to 

be positively related to state doubts about actions. 

 

Participants and Procedure 

One hundred and twenty-six participants (79 female and 47 male) were recruited online 

through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Their age ranged from 18 to 71 years of age (M = 35.29, SD 

= 1.7 years). After signing a consent form, participants completed trait measures, followed by 

two versions of a typing test. Both tests were identical and lasted five minutes. Participants 

typed drills commonly used in keyboard courses, starting with the home row keys and 

increasing in difficulty. Participants were not alerted when they made an error, but received 

performance feedback after completing Version 1 and Version 2. Participants completed state 

measures and the typing strategy measure after completing Version 2 (but before receiving 

feedback on Version 2). 

 

Measures 

Trait Perfectionism. Trait perfectionism was assessed with the three corresponding scales from 

the Frost MPS: Personal Standards, Concern over Mistakes, and Doubts about actions (Frost et 

al., 1990). Participants responded on a 5-point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 

agree.” The reliabilities for all three scales were good (Cronbach’s α > .77). 

 

State Affect. State positive and negative affect were assessed with the adjectives from the 

Positive Affect and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Participants 

were instructed “Please indicate to what extent you have felt this way during Version 2 of the 

typing task.” The items were completed on a 5-point scale (“very slightly or not at all” to 

“extremely”). The reliability was good for both state affect scales (Cronbach’s αs = .89). 

 

Typing Strategies. We asked participants questions about their typing strategies and behavior 

during Version 2. They rated their level of agreement regarding how well the following two 

items described their behavior: (1) “Each time I saw an error, I used the backspace key,” (2) “I 
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typed slower to prevent making typing errors.” Participants responded to these items on a 5-

point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 

 

Results and Discussion 

CFA 

We tested the three-factor SMPS structure with a CFA; the results are presented in Figure 4.1. 

The fit indices showed a good fit to the data: Χ2(24) = 36.32, p = 0.051, GFI = 0.94, NFI = 0.92, 

CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.064. We also tested alternative one-factor and two-factor models. The 

one-factor model showed a poor fit: Χ2 (27) = 170.41, p < .001, GFI = 0.76, NFI = 0.61, CFI = 0.64, 

RMSEA = 0.21. The two-factor model also showed a poor fit: Χ2(26) = 76.96, p < .001,  GFI = 

0.87, NFI = 0.83, CFI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.13. A series of chi-square difference tests showed that 

the one factor model and two factor model were significantly worse than the three-factor 

model (Χ2 (3) = 133.79, p < .001; two-factor Χ2 (2) = 40.34, p < .001). This difference was also 

supported by the Akaike Information Criterion  (AIC) as a comparative measure of fit among the 

models, and the AIC values showed that the three-factor solution had the best fit (as shown by 

the lowest value): three-factor model = 78.32, two-factor model = 114.96, one-factor model = 

206.94.  

 

Construct validity 

As an initial check of construct validity, the SMPS scales were correlated with the corresponding 

trait perfectionism scales, state affect, and typing strategies. All results are reported in Table 

4.4, and the results for each SMPS variable are summarized below. 

 
State Personal Standards. This state was related to positive constructs. State personal 

standards was positively correlated with trait high standards, r = .34, p < .001, and was 

unrelated to the other two perfectionism dimensions. State personal standards was also 

positively related to state positive affect, r = .46, p < .001, and was unrelated to state negative 

affect. Participants high in state personal standards used the backspace key more (r = .24, p < 

.01), but did not type slower to prevent errors. 
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Figure 4.1. SMPS = State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale. N = 126. All SMPS items were in 
the context of “Version 2 of the typing task.” This three-factor solution is the best fit compared 
to alternative models. 
 
 

State Concern Over Mistakes. This state was related to negative constructs. State concern over 

mistakes was positively correlated with its corresponding trait, r = .38, p < .001, and was 

unrelated to the other traits. It was positively related to state negative affect, r = .29, p < .01, 

and was unrelated to state positive affect. State concern over mistakes was also positively 

related to typing slower to prevent errors, r = .18, p < .05.  
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Table 4.4 

Study 2: Construct Validity Correlations 

 SPS SCOM SDAA 

Trait Personal Standards .34** .07 -.02 
Trait Concern Over Mistakes .16 .38** .16 
Trait Doubts about actions -.12 .17 .20* 
State Positive Affect .46** -.12 -.24** 
State Negative Affect -.07 .29** .26** 
Using the backspace key. .24** .04 -.05 
Typing more slowly to prevent errors .08 .18* .26** 

Note:  N = 126. SPS = State Personal Standards; SCOM = State Concern Over Mistakes; SDAA = State Doubts about 
actions. **p < .01, *p < .05 
 

 

State Doubts about actions. This state was also related to negative constructs, and the profile 

was somewhat more negative than state concern over mistakes. State doubts about actions 

was positively related to its corresponding trait, r = .20, p = .03, and was unrelated to the other 

traits. It also had a negative correlation with positive affect, r = -.24, p < .01, and a positive 

correlation with negative affect, r = .26, p < .01. State doubts about actions was also positively 

related to typing slower to prevent errors, r = .26, p < .01. 

 

The Study 2 results show that the SMPS items and scales had the expected structural and 

construct validity. State personal standards had a positive profile, whereas state concern over 

mistakes and state doubts about actions had a negative profile. Each of the variables had a 

different pattern of relations with the other positive and negative constructs. 

 

Study 3: Construct Validity 

Participants and Procedure 

One hundred and fifteen participants (82 female and 33 male) were recruited to complete a 

word game in fulfillment of a degree requirement. Their age ranged from 18 to 29 years (M = 

21 years, SD = 1.69). All participants were enrolled in the English program of a Dutch university, 

and the majority of participants were native German speakers (n = 97). After signing a consent 
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form, participants completed two versions of a word game modeled after Boggle (Turoff & 

Cooke, 1973). Both game boards (4 x 4 grids) were pilot-tested and were similar in difficulty. 

Participants typed in as many English words as they could find on the board in five minutes. 

They received immediate feedback as to whether the word was correct, incorrect, or a 

repeated word.  

 

Materials 

Before the task, participants completed trait measures of the Big Five and perfectionism. After 

the second task, participants completed state measures of the Big Five and the SMPS. 

 

Trait and State Big Five. Emotional stability and conscientiousness were assessed with 24 

adjectives (twelve each) that reflected the full scope of each trait (four adjectives each for three 

stability facets: low irritability, low insecurity, and low emotionality; Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999; 

and three adjectives each for four conscientiousness facets: reliability, orderliness, impulse 

control, and industriousness; Roberts et al., 2004; Saucier & Ostendorf, 1999). These adjectives 

were used in question form for both traits measured before the task (e.g., “How organized 

were you in general?”) and states measured after Version 2 (e.g., “How organized were you 

during Version 2 of the task?”); response options were on a seven-point scale (“not at all” to 

“very”). The reliability analyses for the traits and states were within the acceptable range (trait 

emotional stability: Cronbach’s α = .79; trait conscientiousness: α = .79; state emotional 

stability: α = .86; state conscientiousness: α = .73). 

 

Trait Perfectionism. Trait perfectionism was assessed with the 45-item MPS-HF (Hewitt & Flett, 

1991), which uses a 7-point scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). We also computed 

the four subscales from the MPS-HF recommended by Campbell and Di Paula (2002), two facets 

of self-oriented perfectionism (importance of being perfect and perfectionistic striving), and 

two facets of socially-prescribed perfectionism (conditional acceptance and others’ high 

standards). Trait perfectionism was also assessed with two subscales of the MPS-F (Frost et al., 

1990), the 9-item concern over mistakes measure and the 4-item doubts about actions 
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measure, which uses a 5-point scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). Finally, we used 

the 12-item Discrepancy measure from the APS-R (Slaney et al., 2001), which uses a 7-point 

scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). All reliabilities were within the acceptable range 

(all Cronbach’s αs > .70, except Doubts About Actions α = .69 and Conditional Acceptance α = 

.67).  

 

Results and Discussion 

Construct Validity 

All of the correlations between the SMPS scales and the trait and state personality scales may 

be found in Table 4.5. An overview of these results is organized below by each perfectionism 

variable. 

 

Table4. 5 

Construct Validity Correlations 

 Study 3 (English) Study 4 (Dutch) 

 SPS SCOM SDAA SPS SCOM SDAA 

Trait Conscientiousness .10 -.05 -.11 .07 .01 .03 
Trait Emotional Stability -.16 -.28** -.32** -.24* -.36** -.40** 
State Conscientiousness .17 -.12 -.17 .32** .09 .05 
State Emotional Stability -.29** -.37** -.36** -.36** -.62** -.68** 

Self-Oriented .53** .22* .15 .49** .36** .36** 
Importance of Being Perfect .53** .29** .16 .47** .42** .40** 
Perfectionistic Striving .39** .06 .10 .46** .19 .20* 

Socially-Prescribed .37** .50** .41** .34** .45** .52** 
Conditional Acceptance .35** .45** .40** .28** .40** .45** 
Others’ High Standards .30** .41** .29** .28** .36** .42** 

Other-Oriented .31** .28** .20* .23* .13 .17 
Discrepancy .33** .29** .38** .38** .39** .52** 
Concern Over Mistakes .41** .40** .48** .42** .47** .46** 
Doubts about actions .24** .38** .45** .36** .52** .54** 

Note: Study 3 N = 115, Study 4 N = 96. SPS = State Personal Standards; SCOM = State Concern Over Mistakes; SDAA 
= State Doubts about actions.**p < .01, *p < .05 
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State Personal Standards.  The results showed a mixture of adaptive and maladaptive relations 

between state personal standards and the other constructs; however, the maladaptive 

relations were weaker than for the other two scales. Positive, adaptive relations included a 

trending (but not significant) correlation with state conscientiousness, and strong positive 

correlations with positive perfectionism dimensions, including self-oriented perfectionism and 

its facets. Negative, maladaptive relations included a negative correlation with state emotional 

stability and positive correlations with negative perfectionism dimensions. However, the most 

prominent trait perfectionism correlation was with self-oriented perfectionism, relative to 

other facets of perfectionism (e.g., trait doubts about actions). 

 

State Concern Over Mistakes. The correlations between state concern over mistakes and the 

other personality constructs were a mixture of adaptive and maladaptive relations. Positive, 

adaptive relations included positive correlations with positive perfectionism dimensions, 

including self-oriented perfectionism and its facets. Negative, maladaptive relations included 

negative correlations with trait and state emotional stability and positive correlations with 

negative perfectionism dimensions. The main trait perfectionism relations were with socially-

prescribed perfectionism and concern over mistakes, relative to adaptive self-orientated 

perfectionism. 

 

State Doubts about actions. The relations between state doubts about actions and the other 

personality constructs were clearly negative. State doubts about actions was unrelated to 

positive perfectionism dimensions, including self-oriented perfectionism and its facets. 

Maladaptive relations included negative correlations with trait and state emotional stability and 

strong, positive correlations with all negative perfectionism dimensions. 

 

In this study, although all of the SMPS scales had some relations with maladaptive constructs, 

state personal standards was also related to some adaptive constructs. State doubts about 

actions was related only to negative constructs. State concern over mistakes evidenced a 
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pattern in between the other two SMPS variables, but there were more maladaptive relations 

than adaptive relations. 

 

Study 4: Dutch Version CFA and Construct Validity 

Participants and Procedure 

Ninety-six participants (55 female and 41 male) were recruited to complete a word game in 

fulfillment of a degree requirement. Their ages ranged from 18 to 35 years (M = 22.35, SD = 

2.87). All participants were enrolled in a Dutch university and they completed the entire study 

in Dutch. Aside from the language change from English to Dutch, the procedure of this study 

was identical to Study 3. Participants completed two versions of a word game modeled after 

Boggle (Turoff & Cooke, 1973). Both versions (4 x 4 grids) were pilot-tested and were similar in 

difficulty. Participants spent five minutes typing as many Dutch words as they could find on the 

board. They received immediate feedback as to whether the word was correct, incorrect, or a 

repeated word. 

 

Materials 

In addition to completing the Dutch version of the SMPS, participants completed trait 

questionnaires before the Boggle tasks and state questionnaires after the second version of the 

task. 

 

Trait and State Big Five. Similar to Study 3, emotional stability and conscientiousness were 

assessed with 24 Dutch adjectives (12 for each trait and state) used in prior Big Five research 

(Peabody & De Raad, 2002). These adjectives were used in question form for both traits before 

the task (e.g., “How organized were you in general?”) and states after the task (e.g., “How 

organized were you during Version 2 of the task?”). Participants responded on a seven-point 

scale (“not at all” to “very”). The reliability analyses for the traits and states were within the 
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acceptable range (trait emotional stability: Cronbach’s α = .78; trait conscientiousness: α = .80; 

state emotional stability: α = .88; state conscientiousness1: α = .70). 

 

Trait Perfectionism. We used the same measures of trait perfectionism used in Study 3. All 

questionnaires were in Dutch, with similar translations as those used in previous research (Van 

Yperen, 2006; Van Yperen et al., 2011). Cronbach’s were good (α > .70), except for Importance 

of Being Perfect (α = .61).  

 

Results and Discussion 

CFA 

We tested the Dutch SMPS structure with a CFA; the results are presented in Figure 4.2. The fit 

indices showed a good fit of the data: Χ2(27) = 40.67, p = 0.02, GFI = 0.91, NFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.96, 

RMSEA = 0.086. We also tested alternative one-factor and two-factor models. The one-factor 

model showed a poor fit: Χ2(27) = 153.58, p < .001, GFI = 0.71, NFI = 0.65, CFI = 0.68, RMSEA = 

0.22. The two-factor model also showed a poor fit: Χ2(26) = 55.27, p < .001, GFI = 0.86, NFI = 

0.87, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.13. Difference in chi-square tests showed that the three-factor 

model was significantly better than the one-factor model (Χ2 (3) = 112.91, p < .001) and two-

factor models (Χ2 (2) = 14.60, p < .001). A final model comparison with the AIC fit index showed 

that the three-factor solution had the best fit (as indicated by the lowest value): three-factor = 

82.67, two-factor: 93.27, and one-factor: 189.58. In sum, these results show a similar and 

reliable structure for the Dutch and English SMPS items. 

 

Construct Validity 

All of the correlations between the SMPS scales and the trait and state personality measures 

are reported in Table 4.5. An overview of these results is organized below by each 

perfectionism variable. 

 

                                                           
1 Three reverse items were removed from state conscientiousness due to low reliability; this did not significantly 
change the results of Study 4. 
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Figure 4.2: N = 96. SMPS = State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale. All SMPS items were in 
the context of “Version 2 of the Boggle task.” The Dutch version of the SMPS has the same 
structure as the English version reported in Study 2. 
 
 

State Personal Standards. As with Study 3, the correlations between state personal standards 

and the other personality constructs was a mixture of adaptive and maladaptive relations. The 

trait perfectionism relations had the same pattern as Study 3, with strong correlations with 

adaptive dimensions of perfectionism (self-oriented), but also correlations with maladaptive 

dimensions of perfectionism (socially-prescribed). The Big Five correlations were similar to 

those in Study 3, although the present study evidenced a positive relation with state 
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the pattern shows that state personal standards is more adaptive than the other perfectionism 

states. 

 

State Concern Over Mistakes. The correlations between state concern over mistakes and the 

other personality constructs was the same as those seen in Study 3, with a mixture of adaptive 

and maladaptive relations. Adaptive relations included positive correlations with positive 

perfectionism dimensions, including self-oriented perfectionism and its facets. Maladaptive 

relations included negative correlations with trait and state emotional stability and positive 

correlations with negative perfectionism dimensions.  

 

State Doubts about actions. As with Study 3, the correlations between state doubts about 

actions and the other personality constructs were clearly negative. However, state doubts 

about actions had a similar pattern as with state concern over mistakes. State doubts about 

actions was related to positive perfectionism dimensions, including self-oriented perfectionism 

and its facets. Maladaptive relations included strong negative correlations with trait and state 

emotional stability and strong, positive correlations with all negative perfectionism dimensions. 

Although this pattern was similar to state concern over mistakes, state doubts about actions 

exhibited stronger negative relations than concern over mistakes. 

 

The Dutch SMPS appears to be a similar measurement tool as the English SMPS. Although there 

were higher intercorrelations among the states in the Dutch sample, the pattern of relations 

was similar to those observed in Study 3, with some variation in strength of the relations.  

 

Study 5: Field Study 

Study 1-4 found initial support for the state perfectionism construct and the SMPS. However, 

the SMPS should also be assessed in an ecologically valid environment in which the full range of 

behavior can be exhibited. In our lab and online task settings, participants may not have 

engaged in the full range of possible perfectionistic behavior on our tasks, but individuals may 
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well do so when working on a task that is more important and meaningful to them. Therefore, 

Study 5 investigates students’ level of state perfectionism following a statistics exam. 

 

Participants and Procedure 

Sixty Dutch undergraduates enrolled in an advanced statistics course participated in the study. 

The majority of the participants were female (N = 52 women, 8 men). Their ages ranged from 

19 to 33 years (M = 22.05, SD = 2.47). Participants were recruited through advertisements and 

announcements during their statistics course. Participants were compensated (10 Euros) upon 

completion of all three parts of the study. 

 

Participants completed surveys at three separate times during this study. Time 1 occurred 1-2 

weeks prior to students’ final exam in their course. Time 2 occurred the night before their final 

exam. Time 3 occurred immediately after the exam. Of the sixty original participants, fifty-five 

completed the study in its entirety; results are reported for these individuals. 

 

Time 1. Participants made an appointment to come to the lab and, upon arrival, they were 

informed about the study procedure and completed consent forms for study participation and 

exam grade access. After signing the forms, they completed a series of questionnaires, 

including trait perfectionism, trait affect, and demographics measures. 

 

Time 2. On the evening before the final exam, participants received an e-mail with the link to 

complete an online questionnaire (they had received an email one day prior, reminding them 

that a questionnaire was forthcoming the next day). The questionnaire was designed to be 

short to avoid interfering with their studying. In this questionnaire, we included measures of 

perceived competence and time spent studying for the exam. 

 

Time 3. Participants received a sealed packet containing the final questionnaire prior to 

entering the exam hall. They were instructed to complete the questionnaire immediately after 

the exam, while still inside the exam hall. The rationale for this method was to have participants 
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complete the questionnaire in the same environment as the exam itself. A few participants 

completed the questionnaire outside the exam hall, although it was still immediately after the 

exam. No significant differences were found between these participant scores and the overall 

group scores. The questionnaire focused on participants’ state perfectionism, state affect, and 

perceived competence. 

 

Measures 

Perfectionism. The trait perfectionism measures were assessed at Time 1, using the same 

scales in Study 4. All measures were on a 7-point scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). 

All reliabilities were within the acceptable range (α > .72). The Dutch version of the SMPS was 

used at Time 3, and the ending of the items was “during the statistics exam.” The reliability of 

these measures was good (see Table 4.2). 

 

Affect. As with Study 3, trait and state affect were assessed with the 20 Dutch adjectives from 

the PANAS (Watson et al., 1988). The original version was used during Time 1 to assess trait 

affect. To measure state affect during Time 3, participants were instructed to respond how they 

felt “during the exam.” The reliability for both the trait and state versions was within the 

acceptable range (α > .80). 

 

Perceived Competence. A 5-item measure of perceived competence (Van Yperen, 2007) was 

used at Time 2 and Time 3. Participants responded to the items on a 5-point scale from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The measures at both times were reliable (Time 2 α = 

.71; Time 3 α = .79). 

 

Study Time. The amount of time participants studied for the exam was assessed at Time 2 in 

two different ways. These different measures were used because students vary in the amount 

of study time they need, and quantity of study time doesn’t necessarily reflect quality of study 

time. In the first measure, participants reported the number of hours they spent studying for 

the exam. There was a lot of variance in this measure (M = 26.51, SD = 13.92), and there were 
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some extreme values reported by participants (e.g., over 100 hours). To remedy this skew, a 

Winsor transformation was used on the top 5 percent of participants, making the maximum 

range 50 hours of study time.  

 

In the second measure, participants completed 3 items that asked whether they felt they had 

studied a lot or a little for the exam (α = .90). This measure was completed on a 5-point scale 

from “not at all” to “all the time” (M = 3.55, SD = 1.27). The two measures were moderately 

correlated with each other (r = .53, p < .01). 

 

Results and Discussion 

Construct Validity 

All of the results from the field study are reported in Table 4.6. Due to the small sample size, 

marginally significant correlations are also indicated in the table. An overview of these results is 

organized below by each perfectionism variable. 

 

State Personal Standards. The results clearly highlight that state personal standards can be an 

adaptive for real-world achievement tasks. State personal standards was related to positive 

dimensions of perfectionism only, specifically self-oriented perfectionism and its facets. State 

personal standards was also correlated with positive behaviors and outcomes, including exam 

performance, state positive affect, study time, and perceived competence. 

 

State Concern Over Mistakes. Similar to the results of Studies 3 and Study 4, state concern over 

mistakes was related to both adaptive and maladaptive traits and outcomes, but primarily to 

maladaptive dimensions of perfectionism, including socially-prescribed perfectionism and trait 

concern over mistakes. This state also had negative correlations with perceived competence 

and (strong) positive correlations with trait and state negative affect. However, state concern 

over mistakes was related to some adaptive behaviors, specifically the amount of time spent 

studying for the exam, similar to work by Brown and colleagues (1999).  
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Table 4.6 

Study 5: SMPS Field Study 

 SPS SCOM SDAA 

Previous Exam Performance .37** .06 -.16 
Exam Performance .42** -.03 -.25a 

Objective Study Time .30* .42** .16 
Subjective Study Time .31* .36** .12 
Perceived Competence (Before) .26a -.21 -.44** 
Perceived Competence (After) .42** -.25a -.68** 
State Positive Affect .44** -.16 -.49** 
State Negative Affect .14 .66** .57** 

Trait Positive Affect .23 .02 -.07 
Trait Negative Affect .27 a .32** .22 
Self-Oriented .37** .17 .06 

Importance of Being Perfect .37** .18 .09 
Perfectionistic Striving .34* .11 .04 

Socially-Prescribed .03 .34* .27* 
Conditional Acceptance .03 .28* .32* 
Others’ High Standards .00 .28* .12 

Other-Oriented .19 .04 -.03 
Discrepancy .17 .26 a .30* 
Concern Over Mistakes .22 .27* .18 
Doubts about actions .12 .11 .19 

Note: N = 55. SPS = State Personal Standards; SCOM = State Concern Over Mistakes; SDAA = State Doubts about 
actions. **p < .01; *p < .05, ap = .06 
 
 

State Doubts about actions. Similar to the results of Study 3, state doubts about actions was 

related to negative traits and outcomes only, including maladaptive dimensions of 

perfectionism (socially-prescribed) and exam performance (this latter correlation was 

marginally significant). This state also had negative correlations with perceived competence and 

state positive affect, and a positive correlation with state negative affect. 

 

The ecological validity of this study led to clear evidence of the differences between the SMPS 

scales. State personal standards was the most adaptive perfectionism type, relating exclusively 

to positive constructs and outcomes. State doubts about actions was the most maladaptive 
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perfectionism type, relating exclusively to negative constructs and outcomes. State concern 

over mistakes was in between these two extremes, although there were clearly more 

maladaptive relations than adaptive relations.  

 

General Discussion 

The present research provides both a conceptual definition of the state perfectionism construct 

and a new multidimensional measure of the construct -- the SMPS. The evidence across five 

studies shows that the SMPS is a reliable and valid measurement tool that assesses three 

different state perfectionism variables. State personal standards appears to be adaptive; it is 

linked to positive affect, good performance, and positive behaviors (e.g., typing strategy and 

study time). State doubts about actions appears to be maladaptive; it is linked to negative 

affect, lower emotional stability, and negative perceptions and behaviors (e.g., lower perceived 

competence and cautious typing strategies). State concern over mistakes appears to be mostly 

maladaptive, but is in between the extremes of the other two perfectionism states; it is linked 

to negative affect, but also to adaptive behavior (e.g., study time). Each of these state 

perfectionism variables represent a distinct aspect of perfectionism in a given moment. 

 

We believe that the development and validation of the SMPS is an important step for 

perfectionism research. With the increased interest in comparing perfectionism across different 

domains and contexts (Boone et al., 2012; Clark, Lelchook, & Taylor, 2010; Dunn et al., 2005; 

Flett et al., 2009; Gaudreau, & Verner-Filion, 2012), it is important that a scale can adequately 

measure the full scope of stability and change of perfectionism across domains. Rather than 

tailoring a different trait scale to different domains, the SMPS is designed to use the same scale 

across domains. The intrapersonal perfectionism variables of the SMPS provide an initial step to 

investigating meaningful processes of state perfectionism across situations and daily life. 

 

Perfectionism Dimensions 

The SMPS focuses on three of the perfectionism dimensions proposed by Frost and colleagues 

(1990). As the perfectionism literature seeks to consolidate and streamline the many terms, 
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definitions, and constructs proposed over the past 25 years, there will undoubtedly be 

discussion on whether these dimensions are sufficient to assess perfectionism states. Indeed, 

these dimensions only reflect intrapersonal perfectionism. Interpersonal standards, such as 

high standards from parents, teachers, coaches, or other important people, are also 

undoubtedly important to assess in the study of perfectionism, and a focus on such standards 

should be considered part of the empirical agenda (Gaudreau, 2012). There are three reasons 

why we thought it was important to begin the study of state perfectionism with a focus on 

intrapersonal perfectionism. First, intrapersonal dimensions of state perfectionism are easier to 

assess than interpersonal dimensions. It is more straightforward for people to reflect on their 

own momentary thoughts, feelings, and behaviors than it is for them to discern the evaluations 

of others. Second, intrapersonal state perfectionism is likely to change more than interpersonal 

state perfectionism. Although our studies focus on one-time assessments of perfectionism, we 

believe that dimensions such as personal standards are likely to change more as a function of 

the situation than dimensions such as parental evaluations. Third, interpersonal perfectionism, 

unlike intrapersonal perfectionism, may not be essential in certain contexts. For example, 

people may not be concerned about how other’s evaluate their typing performance or word 

game performance in a laboratory context (indeed questions of this nature may appear to be 

arbitrary to many participants). Important real life contexts, such as an academic exam or a 

sports competition, may provide a better situational context in which to assess interpersonal 

measures of perfectionism. Development of a corresponding state interpersonal scale to 

supplement the SMPS may be seen as an important part of the future research agenda. 

 

An interesting, ongoing, debate in the perfectionism literature concerns the degree to which 

state concern over mistakes and state doubts about actions are different. High correlations 

between dimensions of a personality trait or state are quite common. However, when 

developing a measure, it is important to make sure that the hypothesized dimensions indeed 

represent empirically distinct constructs. The evidence presented in the present work supports 

the separability of the state concern over mistakes and state doubts about actions constructs. 

State concern over mistakes was shown to generally be a maladaptive form of perfectionism, as 
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it was positively related to state negative affect and negatively related to state emotional 

stability, but it was also linked to some adaptive variables such as subjective and objective 

measures of study time. On the other hand, state doubts about actions was more emphatically 

maladaptive per se, as it was linked to uncertainty about ability, such as low perceived 

competence and cautiousness in typing.  

 

It is also important to note that our tests of construct validity using laboratory tasks may have 

limited the full flexibility of state perfectionism, which may have inflated the interrelations 

between state concern over mistakes and state doubts about actions, and may have also 

increased the similarity in their pattern of relations with other variables. In this vein, it is 

interesting that the greatest degree of difference in the patterns for these two variables was 

observed in the final, field-based study (Study 5) that focused on a task of clear importance to 

participants -- a course examination. In subsequent studies, researchers could try to develop 

manipulations to empirically increase state concern over mistakes or state doubts about actions 

to further disentangle the differences between these two constructs. Future research would 

also do well to continue to examine factors that influence the separability of the two measured 

constructs and their nomological networks; research that does so across multiple state 

measurements would be particularly valued. 

 

Conclusions 

Perfectionism has been well-established as an important personality trait that is applicable to 

many different domains and contexts. In the present research we sought to advance the 

perfectionism literature by offering a conceptual definition of state perfectionism based on a 

cutting edge model of personality (Fleeson, 2012) and by developing a multidimensional 

measure of state perfectionism that allows it to be assessed across a variety of different 

domains and contexts with the same measure. It is our hope that the SMPS facilitates 

additional research on state perfectionism, as our current knowledge of state perfectionism 

lags considerably behind that of trait perfectionism, despite both being equally applicable to 

understanding achievement-relevant regulation and behavior.  
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The measurement of state perfectionism in specific contexts allows researchers to investigate 

perfectionism processes previously unexplored. Our initial work presented herein shows that 

state personal standards is related to beneficial processes, while state doubts about actions is 

related to more negative processes. Further understanding of these processes could be critical 

in helping clinicians treat mental illnesses, students succeed on exams, or athletes condition for 

competitions. Investigating these processes promises to provide many new avenues for fruitful 

perfectionism research. 
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Chapter 5 

Perfectionism and Achievement Goal Relationships1 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this research is to determine whether relations between achievement goals and 
achievement outcomes are mediated by state perfectionism. We tested mediation models 
derived from Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2012), which proposes that context-specific goals 
can cause changes in personality states and relevant outcomes. In Study 1, we found that 
different achievement goals on a typing test predicted typing accuracy and state positive affect, 
and these relations were mediated by different dimensions of state perfectionism. Most 
notably, the results suggest that mastery-approach goals (either self or task related) predict 
both typing accuracy and positive affect through state high personal standards. Hence, in Study 
2, we situationally-induced high personal standards by emphasizing typing accuracy, and 
compared this perfectionism condition with two control conditions (i.e., speed control and do-
you-best control). In line with the findings in Study 1, the results show that typing accuracy (but 
not positive affect) increased the most in the perfectionism condition. Implications of these 
results for future investigations of achievement processes are discussed. 
 
 
The improvement and prediction of successful performance has been a heavily researched 

topic across many domains of psychology, each domain exploring various constructs to explain 

how people can attain their full potential (Judge & Bono, 2001; Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos, 

Galanis, & Theodorakis, 2011; Robbins, Lauver, Le, Davis, Langley, & Carlstrom, 2004). Whether 

it is the athlete trying to beat the competition or the student trying to improve a poor grade, 

the key predictors for successful performance can vary greatly across achievement domains. 

While there may be different indices for successful performance, task accuracy is generally the 

common benchmark for success or failure across domains. At a fundamental level, accuracy is 

the effective utilization of resources on a task. Accuracy on exams generally means that the 

students have learned the course material. In an organizational context, accuracy means that 

colleagues can rely on each other to their job and not spend organizational resources fixing 

                                                           
1   This chapter is based on McCabe, K. O., Van Yperen, N. W., & Elliot, A. J. The Road to Success: 
 From Achievement Goals through State Perfectionism to Performance Improvement and Positive Affect. 
Manuscript under preparation. 
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errors. However, successful performance also should include elements beyond concrete 

success and failure, such as its impact on one’s affect.  

 

The purpose of this research is to determine whether desirable performance outcomes, 

specifically task accuracy and state positive affect, can be explained by achievement goals and 

state perfectionism. We focus on achievement goals that are aimed at acquiring positive 

outcomes (i.e., approach goals) because desirable performance outcomes typically has been 

found with approach goals only (Baranik, Stanley, Bynum, & Lance, 2010; Hulleman, Schrager, 

Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Van Yperen, Blaga, & Postmes, 2014a). Specifically, in the 

present study, we investigated how approach goals predicted different types of state 

perfectionism, and subsequently, task accuracy and state positive affect. This is important for at 

least two reasons. First, our studies serve to explore different achievement processes to 

determine if state perfectionism can be used as a means to attain one’s achievement goals. 

Personality states can be viewed as a means to achieving one’s goals (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012), 

and this research applies this theoretical idea in achievement processes. Second, the present 

research tackles a debated question of whether perfectionism can actually benefit 

performance. Perfectionism is often viewed as a negative trait that causes people to second-

guess themselves and become upset over their mistakes; however, perfectionism also has a 

positive element that pushes people to set high standards for themselves (Flett & Hewitt, 2002; 

Slaney, Rice, Mobley, Trippi, & Ashby, 2001). By investigating different types of achievement 

goals, different types of state perfectionism, and different types of performance outcomes, we 

intend to add new evidence to this debate. 

 

Whole Trait Theory: Integrating Personality and Situations 

Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2001; 2012) proposes a process model that integrates personality 

traits and social contexts. This theory shifts attention from general, broad measures of 

personality traits to specific, momentary measures of personality states. While differences 

between-people are important, studies have shown that differences between people are less 

than the variation in individual behavior from moment to moment (Noftle & Fleeson, 2009). For 
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example, people may be very extraverted in one moment and very quiet the next moment—for 

extraverts and introverts alike. Whole Trait Theory proposes that these fluctuations in 

personality states are caused by external factors, such as changes in situations, or internal 

factors, such as changes in motivation. 

 

One specific part of Whole Trait Theory is the Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (SSFH; 

McCabe & Fleeson, 2012). The SSFH proposes that changes in personality states are caused by 

changes in relevant context-specific goals that people are pursuing in a given moment. The 

personality state serves as the process or means by which people pursue their goals. As 

personality states change, they also cause subsequent changes in relevant outcomes (e.g., state 

extraversion increasing state positive affect or state conscientiousness improving performance; 

Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006). The current studies serve to apply this SSFH model of goal-state 

relations by examining whether achievement goals, through state perfectionism, predicted 

important achievement outcomes of performance and state affect. This model is presented in 

Figure 1, and we provide an overview of all variables and paths of this model in the following 

sections. 

 

Achievement Goals:  The 3 x 2 Framework 

Traditionally, achievement goal research defined two types of goals: mastery and performance 

goals (Dweck, 1986; Nicholls, 1984). These goals differed in how individuals define their 

competence in an achievement context. Specifically, mastery goals use task-referenced 

competence standards (e.g., a student’s grade on homework in the same course) and self-

referenced competence standards (e.g., a student’s grades in similar classes). Alternatively, 

performance goals are other-referenced competence standards (e.g., class average grade). 

Elliot and colleagues extended this dichotomous model, first with the 2 x 2 framework (Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001), and recently with the 3 x 2 framework (Elliot, Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011). 

Both frameworks comprise two dimensions for achievement goals. The first dimension is the 

definition of competence, which can be task-referenced, self-referenced, or other-referenced. 

The second dimension is the valence of competence, which indicates when people strive to 
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approach competence or to avoid incompetence. For this study, we focused solely on approach 

goals, which are the types of goals that positively related to task performance (Hulleman et al., 

2010; Van Yperen et al., 2014a). In the present research, we evaluated participants’ 

performance on a typing task. We focused on specific achievement outcomes: typing accuracy 

and state affect (positive and negative). Our hypothesized relations between achievement goals 

and these outcomes are explained as foundations for the relevant achievement processes in 

our model (see Figure 5.1). 

 

 

Figure 5. 1. Theoretical Model. 
 
 

Task-approach goals and self-approach goals. Task-approach goals and self-approach goals are 

branched from mastery-approach goals in the 2 x 2 framework. The key difference is that task-

approach goals evaluate competence based on the demands of a task, while self-approach 

goals evaluate competence from previous experience or future potential (Elliot et al., 2011). As 

the 3 x 2 framework is still new, the achievement processes of task-referenced goals versus 

self-referenced goals are still in progress. Because these goals focus on task mastery and self-

improvement, we expect task-accuracy to be a critical criterion for performance self-evaluation. 

Moreover, the pursuit of these task-approach and self-approach goals should be related to 

state positive affect. Both approach goals and positive affect share an underlying core of 

approach temperament (Elliot & Thrash, 2002). As such, we expect that both task-approach 
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goals and self-approach goals would only relate to typing accuracy and state positive affect. 

Empirical support for this prediction is from research on mastery-approach goals, which are 

related to intrinsic motivation, self-improvement, and cooperative behavior (Harackiewicz, 

Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008; Poortvliet et al., 2009). For outcomes 

relevant to this study, mastery-approach goals have been positively related to general 

performance attainment and trait positive affect in meta-analyses of self-report studies 

(Baranik et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010) and a meta-analysis of experimental studies (Van 

Yperen, Blaga, & Postmes, 2015). In applying this evidence with our theoretical approach, we 

predict the following: 

 

H1: Both task-approach goals and self-approach goals are positively related to typing accuracy 

and state positive affect during the task. 

 

Other-approach goals. Other-approach goals are analogous to performance-approach goals 

from the 2 x 2 framework (Elliot et al., 2011). Other-approach goals are a hybrid of a positive 

component (approach valence) and a negative component (the focus on other-referenced 

competence). This hybrid construct is manifest in the achievement process, in which other-

approach goals have both positive and negative antecedents and consequences. These 

antecedents include relations to both need for achievement and fear of failure (Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001), and both trait positive affect and trait negative affect (Van Yperen, 2006). 

Moreover, the consequences of other-approach goals include better performance and higher 

perceived competence (Baranik et al., 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010; Van Yperen et al., 2015; Van 

Yperen & Renkema, 2008), but also higher scores on affect, both positive and negative (Van 

Yperen, 2006). Indeed, other-approach goals have a “roller-coaster profile,” in which people 

may attain extreme positive consequences when successful, but also extreme low points when 

confronted with the chance of failure (Harackiewicz & Elliot, 1995; Van Yperen, 2006).  

Reflective of these findings, we expect that other-approach goals should have positive relations 

with performance. Moreover, we expect that state positive affect and state negative affect 

should be related to other-approach goals. 
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H2: Other-approach goals will be positively related typing accuracy, state positive affect, and 

state negative affect. 

 

Achievement Goals and State Perfectionism 

State perfectionism is defined as striving for flawlessness in a given moment. State 

perfectionism is an extension of multidimensional perfectionism that was developed in the 

1990’s (Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 1991). The State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale 

(SMPS; Chapter 4) investigates three dimensions of state perfectionism: personal standards, 

concern over mistakes, and doubts about actions. Personal standards is setting very high 

standards for oneself (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Concern over mistakes is aversion to making 

errors. Doubts about actions is second-guessing one’s ability to accomplish a task. All these 

dimensions are essentially facets of the broader perfectionism construct, but each of these 

states has divergent antecedents and consequences (Chapter 4). 

 

Task-approach goals and self-approach goals. As with previous research with Big Five states, 

the principles of the Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012) also 

should apply to state perfectionism. If the perfectionism state is useful or relevant in the 

pursuit of the achievement goal, then changes in achievement goal pursuit should be related to 

changes in the perfectionism state. For example, as people pursue a self-approach or task-

approach goal, then they should also be holding themselves to higher personal standards. State 

high personal standards may be the means by which people pursue their mastery-based, 

approach-directed achievement goals; as such, it should be related to both of these approach 

goals. Relevant empirical support shows that mastery-approach goals are positively related to 

trait personal standards (Stoeber, Stoll, Pescheck, & Otto, 2008; Stoeber, Uphill, & Hotham, 

2009; Van Yperen, 2006; Zarghmi et al., 2010). 

 

H3:  Task and self-approach goals will be positively related to state personal standards. 
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Other-approach goals. Other-approach goals, also known as performance-approach goals, 

should be positively related to state personal standards as well. As people pursue other-

approach goals, then they should also be holding themselves to a higher standard because 

particularly other-approach goals are perceived as challenging (Senko & Harachiewicz, 2005). 

However, other-approach goals have a roller-coaster profile in shifting from positive to negative 

outcomes. As such, other-approach goals should be related to multiple (positive and negative) 

facets of state perfectionism. When people are trying to do better than others, they are holding 

themselves to a higher standard (high personal standards), but they also have concurrent fear 

of failure concerns that are inherent to other-approach goals. We expect the core part of this 

other-referenced competence—fear of failure (Elliot & Church, 1997)—should be related to 

relevant state perfectionism constructs: state concern over mistakes and state doubts about 

actions. There is empirical support for these hypothesized relations. The same research above 

also found positive relations between other-approach goals and trait personal standards 

(Stoeber, Stoll, Pescheck, & Otto, 2008; Stoeber, Uphill, & Hotham, 2009; Van Yperen, 2006; 

Zarghmi et al., 2010), and there is some support that other-approach goals are related to trait 

concern over mistakes (Stoeber, Stoll, Pescheck, & Otto, 2008; Stoeber et al., 2009) and trait 

doubts about actions (Fletcher, Shin, & Wang, 2012). 

 

H4:  Other-approach goals will be positively related to state personal standards, state concern 

over mistakes, and state doubts about actions. 

 

State Perfectionism and Achievement Outcomes  

State personal standards. By holding oneself to a higher standard, state personal standards 

may serve as a means to excel and to realize one’s full potential (i.e., enhance performance 

attainment). As such, state personal standards should be related to positive outcomes such as 

typing accuracy and positive affect. In the literature, trait personal standards generally has 

positive outcomes because it reflects people who work hard and challenge themselves. As such, 

trait personal standards predicted better performance (Stoll, Lau, & Stoeber, 2008; Stoeber, 

Uphill, & Hotham, 2009), as well as similar constructs that are related to academic success, 
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including higher academic efficacy, fewer academic problems, lower test anxiety (Hanchon, 

2010; Miquelon, Vallerand, Grouzet, & Cardinal, 2005; Van Yperen, 2006; Verner-Filion & 

Gaudreau, 2010; Weiner & Carton, 2012). Of particular interest to our studies, Stoeber, 

Chesterman, and Tarn (2009) found that people high in personal standards spent more time on 

a task, but they also had better performance. The authors proposed that the participants likely 

spent more time on the task to ensure a perfect performance. These results suggest that 

personal standards is positively related to typing accuracy. 

 

As state personal standards should serve as the means by which people excel, this approach 

toward excellence should also positively relate to positive affect. Trait personal standards is 

related to trait positive affect (Kaye et al. 2008; Stoeber & Otto, 2006) and state positive affect 

(Flett, Blankstein, & Hewitt, 2009), particularly after a scenario in which participants are 

successful (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009). These trends found at the trait level were parallel to the 

state level, in which state personal standards was positively related to both performance and 

state positive affect (Chapter 4). 

 

H5: State personal standards is positively related to typing accuracy and state positive affect. 

 

State concern over mistakes and state doubts about actions. Concern over mistakes is 

aversion to making errors, while doubts about actions is second-guessing one’s ability to 

accomplish a task (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). As discussed above, both state doubts about actions 

and state concern over mistakes may be intended to monitor and to prevent errors 

respectively. However, the underlying self-criticism and self-doubt that are inherent to these 

states may interfere with any constructive processes to improve performance. As such, we 

expected both state concern over mistakes and state doubts about actions to relate to negative 

outcomes, specifically state negative affect. However, the relation with negative affect is likely 

stronger for doubts about actions because this state involves constant second-guessing of one’s 

competence prior to performance, not merely detecting errors (when they occur) following 

performance. 
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H6: State doubts about actions and state concern over mistakes will be positively related to 

state negative affect. 

 

Current Studies 

In synthesizing our hypotheses from above, the present studies investigated whether approach 

goals are related, through state perfectionism, to accurate task performance and state affect 

(see Figure 1). We tested this model in two studies in which participants completed a series of 

typing tests. In Study 1, we tested the whole mediation model with self-reported measures of 

achievement goals, state perfectionism, state affect, and actual performance on the typing 

tests. In Study 2, we tested the second part of the model in an experiment that induced state 

perfectionism (i.e., state personal standards) and assessed its effects on actual performance 

and state affect.   

 

Study 1 Method 

Participants 

Participants (77 women, 61 men) ranged from 18 to 64 years of age, with a mean of 32 years of 

age. Most participants (N = 82) reported that they solely used touch-typing (i.e., ability to type 

without looking at the keyboard); other participants reported using the “hunt-and-peck” or 

two-finger typing method (N = 11) or a mixture of both typing methods (N = 45). A small portion 

of the sample were self-reported professional typists (N = 18), although their performance did 

not significantly differ from non-professional participants. 

 

Procedure 

Participants living in the United States were recruited online from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. 

After reading a brief description of the study, they followed a link to complete the study. 

Participants completed two versions of a typing test. After completing Version 1, participants 

received genuine performance feedback (number of correct characters and number of total 

characters) after both tasks. To fully evaluate their typing competence (i.e., relative to the task, 

their own performance, and others’ performance), we also gave participants normative 
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feedback. Below their task performance, they were informed that the average person types 

approximately 1,000 characters in five minutes, which was close to the mean performance on 

Version 1 and Version 2 (see Table 1). Before starting Version 2, participants completed 

measures of their approach goals for Version 2. After Version 2, participants received feedback 

and completed measures about Version 2, including state perfectionism and state affect. At the 

end of the study, participants received a code to enter into Mechanical Turk to receive 

payment. Out of the original sample of 140 participants, 2 participants were excluded due to 

errors with the typing task. All other participants were included in analyses. 

 

Typing Task. We had an online typing task developed to provide control of typed content and 

record multiple performance variables. The content was basic touch-typing drills that increased 

in difficulty as the task progressed. Participants had five minutes to type as fast and as 

accurately as possible. In the instructions, participants were informed their typed content 

would appear below the characters they needed to type. Correct responses appeared in blue, 

while incorrect responses appeared in red. Participants could use the backspace key to correct 

any errors. Both versions were identical, with the exception that Version 2 had a counter at the 

bottom of the screen to show their current typing speed. 

 

Measures 

Performance. Typing accuracy was calculated as a percentage of correct characters divided by 

the total number of characters. In addition, typing speed was calculated as the total number of 

characters typed.  

 

Achievement goals. After Version 1, participants were asked their approach goals for Version 2 

using the other-approach, self-approach, and task approach three-item subscales (Elliot, 

Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011). We modified items from an educational context to fit the typing 

task context (for all items, see Appendix A). Participants responded using a 5-point scale from 

“not true of me” to “extremely true of me,” and reliabilities were excellent (Cronbach’s αs > 

.83).  
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State Perfectionism. We measured state perfectionism after Version 2 with the State 

Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (SMPS; Chapter 4) consisting of three 3-item subscales: 

state personal standards, state concern over mistakes, and state doubts about actions. The 

SMPS used a 5-point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” and all reliabilities were 

good (Cronbach’s αs> .76).  

 

State Affect. State affect was measured after Version 2, using the 20 adjectives from the 

Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Participants were 

asked to reference their feelings “during Version 2 of the typing task.” The PANAS used a 5-

point scale from “very slightly to not at all” to “extremely,” and both reliabilities were excellent 

(Cronbach’s αs > .91). 

 

Study 1 Results 

Correlations 

Before testing our full model, we first analyzed the correlations between all variables in Table 

5.1. Most of the goal-outcome hypotheses were supported. As expected, task-approach goals 

and self-approach goals were positively related to Version 2 typing accuracy (task-approach: r = 

.29, p < .01; self-approach r = .20, p < .05) and state positive affect (task-approach r = .22, p < 

.05; self-approach: r = .41, p < .01), fully supporting H1.  Other-approach goals were related to 

state positive affect (r = .31, p < .05) and state negative affect (r = .28, p < .01), although they 

were unrelated to typing accuracy (r = .00, ns), which mostly supports H2. Note that other-

approach goals were positively related to typing speed on Version 1 (r = .25, p < .01) and 

Version 2 (r = .23, p < .01The goal-perfectionism relations generally supported the hypotheses. 

Task-approach and self-approach goals had positive relations with state personal standards 

(task-approach: r = .22, p < .01; self-approach: r = .41, p < .01), which supported H3.  Other-

approach goals related positively to state personal standards (r = .31, p < .01) and state concern 

over mistakes (r = .21, p < .05), although not significantly to state doubts about actions (partial 

support for H4).  
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Table 5.1 

Study 1 Corerlational Analyses 

 
M

 
SD 

1 
2 

3 
4 

5 
6 

7 
8 

9 
10 

11 
 

1. TAP 
4.15 

0.67 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

2. SAP 
3.88 

0.81 
.51 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

3. O
AP 

3.22 
1.06 

.11 
.40 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4. PS 
3.71 

0.83 
.41 

.39 
.41 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

5. CO
M

 
2.99 

1.05 
.03 

-.01 
.21 

.23 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

6. DAA 
2.33 

0.95 
-.14 

-.04 
.15 

.00 
.67 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 

7. PA 
3.28 

0.86 
.22 

.41 
.31 

.48 
-.13 

-.19 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 

8. N
A 

1.52 
0.63 

-.24 
-.08 

.28 
-.03 

.42 
.55 

-.11 
-- 

 
 

 
 

9. V1 S 
989.09 

321.54 
.07 

-.11 
.25 

.05 
.06 

-.13 
-.11 

.03 
-- 

 
 

 

10. V1 A 
99.19 

2.51 
.08 

.06 
.05 

.12 
-.06 

-.15 
.09 

-.10 
.18 

-- 
 

 

11. V2 S 
1133.32 

333.10 
.05 

-.10 
.23 

.08 
.05 

-.19 
-.08 

.00 
.97 

.18 
-- 

 

12. V2 A  
99.45 

1.25 
.29 

.20 
.00 

.26 
-.09 

-.18 
.16 

-.07 
.01 

.48 
.03 

-- 

13. Age 
32.45 

11.22 
.09 

.14 
-.22 

-.06 
-.16 

-.09 
-.03 

-.25 
-.30 

.01 
-.26 

.17 

N
otes: Study 1 N

 = 138. Achievem
ent G

oals: task-approach (TAP), self-approach (SAP), other-approach (O
AP); State Perfectionism

: 
personal standards (PS), concern over m

istakes (CO
M

), doubts about actions (DAA); State Affect: positive affect (PA), negative affect 
(N

A); Perform
ance: Version 1 typing speed (V1 S), Version 1 typing accuracy (V1 A), Version 2 typing speed (V1 S), Version 2 typing 

accuracy (V1 A). Bold correlations are significant: r ≥ |.17|, p < .05, r ≥ |.22|, p < .01. 
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The perfectionism-performance relations generally followed the hypotheses. State personal 

standards was positively related to typing accuracy (r = .26, p < .01) and state positive affect (r = 

.48, p < .01), which supported H5. State concern over mistakes (r = .42, p < .05) and state doubts 

about actions (r = .55, p < .05) were both related to state negative affect, supporting H6. 

Interestingly, state doubts about actions was negatively related to both Version 2 typing speed 

(r = -.19, p < .05) and typing accuracy (r = -.18, p < .05). 

 

Task-approach Goals and Self-approach Goals Mediation Analyses 

For the supported hypotheses above, we developed a series of mediation models to test 

whether state perfectionism mediated the relations between achievement goals and 

achievement outcomes (see Figure 5.1; Baron & Kenny, 1986). Self-approach goals and task-

approach goals were only significantly related to the possible mediator state personal 

standards (H3), and to the outcome variables typing accuracy and state positive affect (H1).  

Hence, we tested mediation models with these variables only. Specifically, we first tested 

whether state personal standards mediated the relation between each goal and typing 

accuracy. In these models, we used age as a control variable because it was significantly related 

to the performance measures and affect (see Table 5.1). Both models can be found in Figure 

5.2. When controlling for age and Version 1 typing accuracy, state personal standards had 

marginal mediation relations between task-approach goals and Version 2 typing accuracy 

(Figure 5.2a: R2 = .33, with a ΔR2 = .02, p = .07) and fully mediated the relation between self-

approach goals and typing accuracy (Figure 5.2b: R2 = .31, with a ΔR2 = .03, p = .02. These 

results suggest that mastery-approach goals (either self-approach or task-approach) predict 

typing accuracy through state personal standards, particularly goals that are related to self-

competence standards.  

 
Next, we tested whether state personal standards mediated the relations between the two 

mastery-based goals and state positive affect. When controlling for age, state personal 

standards completely mediated the relations between task-approach goals and positive affect 

(Figure 5.3a:  R2 = .23, with a ΔR2 = .18, p < .01) and partially mediated the relation between 

self-approach goals and positive affect (Figure 5.3b: R2 = .29, with a ΔR2 = .12, p < .01).  
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(a) 

 
(b) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.2. Mastery Goals and Performance Mediation Analyses.  Both mediation models used age and 
Version 1 Accuracy Percentage as a control variables (Age: β = .16* and β =.17* respectively; Version 1 
Percentage: β = .45** for both models). 
*p < .05 
**p < .01 
 
These results suggest that mastery goals (either task-approach or self-approach) predict 

positive affect through state personal standards. 

 

Other-approach Goal Mediation Analyses  

We also tested a series of mediation models for other-approach goals. As shown in Table 5.1, 

other-approach goals were related to both possible mediators of state personal standards and 

state concern over mistakes (H4), and to the outcome variables of state positive affect and 

state negative affect (H2). Hence, we tested mediation models with these variables only.  
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β = .41** 

β = .18* 

(β = .24**) 

β = .14 
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Because of its significant correlation with negative affect (see Table 5.1), age was again used as 

a control variable.  

 

 (a) 

 
(b) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. 3. Mastery Goal & Affect Mediation Analyses  

*p < .05 
**p < .01 
 
 

We first tested whether state personal standards mediated the relations between other-

approach goals and state positive affect. The relation between other-approach goals and state 

positive affect was completely mediated by state personal standards (Figure 5.4a: R2 = .25, with 

a ΔR2 = .15, p < .01). Similarly, we tested if state concern over mistakes mediated the relations 

between other-approach goals and state negative affect, controlling for age. The results 
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showed that state concern over mistakes partially mediated the relation between other-

approach goals and state negative affect (Figure 5.4b:  R2 = .24, with a ΔR2 = .12, p < .01). 

Therefore, these results suggest that the hybrid relations of other-approach goals and state 

affect can be explained by two different perfectionism states. That is, other-approach goals 

predict state positive affect through state personal standards, and simultaneously, predict state 

negative affect through state concern over mistakes. 

 

Study 2 

The findings of Study 1 suggest that perfectionism may serve as a possible mechanism by which 

achievement goals may predict performance and affect. Most notably, the results suggest that 

mastery-approach goals (either self-approach or task-approach) predict both typing accuracy 

and state positive affect through state personal standards. Because we were unable to test 

whether state high personal standards caused any changes in typing accuracy and state positive 

affect, in Study 2, we designed an experiment in which we induced high personal standards. 

Specifically, based on the state personal standards subscale (Chapter 4) that emphasizes 

“striving to be perfect” and “demanding nothing less than perfection”, we developed an 

experimental state perfectionism manipulation in which task accuracy is emphasized as a way 

to cause participants to set higher personal standards. 

 

We compared this perfectionism condition to two non-perfectionism control conditions: (1) a 

speed control condition which emphasized typing speed, and (2) a general “do-your-best” 

control condition, which emphasized neither speed nor accuracy. By inducing personal 

standards perfectionism, we expect participants to focus closely on excellence and task 

mastery, which should cause increases in both typing accuracy and state positive affect.  In line 

our model and findings from Study 1, we hypothesized: 

 

H8:  Participants assigned to the perfectionism condition will have higher typing accuracy and 

report more positive affect than the participants in the two control conditions. 
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(a) 

 
(b) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.4. Performance Goals and Affect Mediation Analyses. For Figure 3b, age was added to the 
model as a control variable. (Age: β = -.15*). 
*p < .05 
**p < .01 
 

 

Study 2 Method 

Participants 

Undergraduate students (N = 231; 176 women, 55 men) completed this study as a part of a 

research requirement. Participants ranged from 18 to 33 years of age, with a mean of 20 years 

of age. Participants’ native languages were Dutch (N = 99), German (N = 96), English (N = 6), or 

an assortment of other languages (N = 30). 

 

Other-Approach  
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State Negative  
Affect 
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Over Mistakes 

β = .18* 

β = .17* 

(β = .24**) 

β = .36** 

Other-Approach  
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State Positive  
Affect 

State Personal 
Standards 

β = .41** 

β = .14 

(β = .31**) 

β = .42** 
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Procedure 

Participants were undergraduate students at a Dutch university, and they completed this study 

as a part of a research requirement. After completing the consent form, participants followed 

the same procedure as Study 1 through Version 1 of the task. Following Version 1, participants 

received performance feedback (number of correct characters and number of total characters) 

after both tasks. To emphasize the accuracy feedback, participants calculated and reported the 

number of mistakes they made during Version 1 (91 percent correctly). To provide some 

normative feedback, participants were informed that the average person types approximately 

1,000 characters with 50 errors in five minutes, which was close to the mean performance on 

Version 1 (total number of characters: M = 921, SD = 249; mistakes M = 43, SD = 25). Before 

starting Version 2, all participants received their high personal standards manipulation. 

 

High Personal Standards Manipulation. All participants were instructed to imagine that their 

performance on the typing task was a requirement for a job to which they were applying. After 

this instruction, participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: i) high 

personal standards condition, ii) speed control condition, and iii) do-your-best control 

condition. 

 

Participants in all conditions read parallel statements why either accuracy or speed was an 

important skill. For the high personal standards condition (N = 77), we made the statement 

similar to the personal standards items in the SMPS (Chapter 4), emphasizing demands for 

perfection and striving for excellence. To enhance compliance, we added a clear rationale to 

explain why accuracy was important. Participants read the following: 

 

We recommend that you type as accurately as possible by not making typing errors. 

Speed is a valuable skill, but it is not as important as accuracy. Many programs today use 

autofill and autocorrect to enhance speed, but they are prone to error. Accuracy allows 

more work to be done over a given day by decreasing errors. Particularly the skill of 
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typing accuracy is a critical requirement for the job. As such we recommend you to type 

as accurately as possible. 

 

Similarly, the speed control condition (N = 78), participants read the following: 

 

We recommend that you type as fast as possible. Accuracy is a valuable skill, but it is not 

as important as speed. Many programs today autocorrect typing errors or make 

mistakes easy to fix. Typing speed allows more work to be done over a given day by 

increasing output. Particularly the skill to type fast is a critical requirement for the job. 

As such we recommend you to type as fast as possible. 

 

In the do-your-best control condition (N = 76), participants were advised “to type as fast and as 

accurately as possible” without any further explanation. This control serves as a measure 

between the extremes of the two other conditions, and the instructions are similar to 

participants in Study 1. 

 

Following the condition assignment, participants were asked to elaborate on their condition 

assignment by thinking about their strategy they intended to use for Version 2 of the typing 

task 

 

Typing task. Two changes were made to the typing task from Study 1. First, the character 

counter was not shown at the bottom of the screen of Version 2 to prevent feedback 

interference. Second, the Version 1 and Version 2 typing tests were two different sets of typing 

drills. The content was the same as Study 1, but the drills increased in difficulty, with Version 2 

continuing from the progress made in Version 1. 

 

Measures 

The measures were the same as Study 1 with a few exceptions. Achievement goals were not 

assessed in Study 2 to prevent any interference with the condition assignment.  
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Manipulation check. After completing Version 2, participants in the accuracy and speed 

conditions were asked to indicate which option matched their instructions before Version 2: (a) 

to type as accurately as possible, (b) to type as fast as possible, or (c) to type as fast and 

accurately as possible. Eight participants failed the manipulation check (97 percent passed). 

Excluding these eight participants did not have any impact on the results.  

 

Performance. Like Study 1, the key performance measures were typing speed and typing 

accuracy.  

 

Affect. Like Study 1, the PANAS was used to assess state affect (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 

1988). Reliabilities for both affect variables were high (αs > .81). 

 

Study 2 Results 

Analysis of Variance 

To test the effects of the condition assignment, a one-way ANOVA tested whether there were 

differences among the conditions in Version 2 performance, controlling for Version 1 

performance by calculating change scores (i.e., subtracting Version 2 performance from Version 

1 performance)1. Typing accuracy significantly differed across all conditions, F(2, 228) = 22.82, p 

< .001, with follow-up analyses showed that there were significant differences across all 

conditions. As hypothesized, typing accuracy increased the most in the high personal standards 

condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.80), followed by the do-your-best control condition (M = 0.74, SD = 

2.31), and typing accuracy decreased in the speed control condition (M = -0.77, SD = 303).  The 

differences in typing speed also were significant F(2, 228) = 21.26, p < .001), Follow-up analyses 

showed that typing speed increased the least in the high personal standards condition (M = 

96.18, SD = 88.05), followed by the do-your-best control condition (M = 148.26, SD = 81.02), 

and increased the most in the speed control condition (M= 181.44, SD = 76.56). 

 
                                                           
1 Change scores were used to simplify the results presentation. We also ran regression analyses to test these 
effects, in which Version 1 performance was a control variable and the conditions were dummy coded. The results 
were identical to the ANOVA analyses presented here. 
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As expected, there were no differences in state negative affect, F(2, 228) = 0.09, ns. 

Surprisingly, there also were no differences in state positive affect F(2, 228) = 1.47, ns. Follow-

up analyses showed trends in the expected direction with higher levels of state positive affect 

in the state personal standards condition than the speed control condition, t(151) = 1.45, p = 

.15, and the do-your-best control condition t(151) = 1.55, p = .12.  

 

General Discussion 

The results from these studies provide compelling and complex processes in which people 

strive for success. First, the results provided support for our model, which shows that state 

perfectionism is an important mediator of the relations between achievement goals and 

achievement outcomes. While research on trait perfectionism and achievement goals has 

increased steadily over the past decade, this focus limits the potential variability of 

perfectionism in specific contexts. The inclusion of state perfectionism in an achievement goal 

process adds unique elements to the literature. First, state perfectionism implies that anyone—

regardless of their dispositional trait level of perfectionism—can be perfectionistic in certain 

contexts. Moreover, these momentary levels of perfectionism are related to performance and 

affect. Study 2 provided support that when high personal standards is induced, it can cause 

changes in performance. Future research should continue to explore how perfectionism may 

influence achievement processes in other domains and across longer spans of time. 

 

Second, Study 1 explored the different achievement processes within the 3x2 framework, with 

particular importance for exploring the distinction between task-approach and self-approach 

goals. While the results in Study 1 show that these constructs appear to be more similar than 

different, Elliot and colleagues (2011) emphasize that self-approach goals evaluate past 

competence by distinguishing between one’s personal motivations from the task demands. As 

such, the typing tasks used in these studies may have been too structured to allow any real 

differentiation between task and self to occur. This issue is of concern if we are to explore the 

different processes for task goals and self goals outside the classroom context alone.  
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Finally, in Study 1, other-approach goals were surprisingly unrelated to typing accuracy, yet it 

was related to our neutral performance variable, typing speed for both Version 1 and Version 2. 

This finding shows interesting differences in performance outcomes for the different approach 

goals. Specifically, both mastery goals were related to typing accuracy while other-approach 

goals were related to typing speed. Since other-approach goals were related to typing speed in 

both versions, typing speed may just be a reflection of perceived competence or high 

performance expectancy, which is an antecedent to other-goal pursuit (Van Yperen & Renkema, 

2008). Yet it also may reflect on the importance of different types of performance as typing 

expertise develops. When working on a typing test, task-mastery and self-improvement are 

likely the main focus for people learning to type. Once people have some expertise in typing, 

then they may focus on increasing typing speed, particularly in comparison to other people. 

While there is a ceiling effect of typing accurately (perfect performance), there is no such 

ceiling effect for typing speed. While these results are rather puzzling, it is an interesting finding 

to explore how different metrics of performance may have different (causal) relations with 

achievement goal pursuit. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

Study 1 and Study 2 provided critical support for our model and by extension, a new application 

of the Specific States and Functions Hypothesis. Achievement goals are related to changes in 

performance and affect through personality states, specifically state perfectionism. These 

relations are critical for key achievement outcomes, including task performance and state 

affect. Moreover, the typing task included time pressure and task feedback, which are two task 

features that are more detrimental for task-approach and self-approach goals than other-

approach goals (Van Yperen et al., 2015). Nonetheless, we showed that when high personal 

standards is induced, it can cause changes in performance.  

 

However, these studies are not without limitations. First, Study 1 cannot infer causality in state 

perfectionism and state affect relations because personality states are measured after the task 

is completed. It is possible that state affect may result in increases or decreases in 
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perfectionism. However, in accordance with Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2012), affect is likely 

to be a consequence in engaging in specific personality states. Our results in Study 2 showed 

some support that state perfectionism can change performance, although the results with 

affect were only trending in our hypothesized direction.  

 

Second, Study 1 focused only on the three approach goals in the 3 × 2 achievement goal 

framework; moreover, the task-approach goals and the self-approach goals were highly 

correlated with similar results. These goals patterns likely emerged because the task had no 

real consequences for poor performance, and participants found the task to be engaging and 

interesting. If the task had real consequences for poor performance, or participants do not find 

the task to be engaging and interesting, we expect stronger relations between other-approach 

goals, state concern over mistakes, state doubts about actions, and state negative affect. 

Ultimately, future work should work to address these limitations and further explore the 

complexities of this model. For example, participants could rate their goals and state 

perfectionism in applied settings with meaningful consequences for their performance, such as 

an exam or a sports competition.   

 

Conclusions 

These studies provide support for different paths to successful performance through 

achievement goal pursuit. Achievement processes within a specific context are critical to 

understanding how we can improve performance, which could be applied across an array of 

domains. Moreover, the investigation of other key outcomes, such as accuracy and state affect, 

reflects a more complex definition of successful performance. The role of personality states in 

the pursuit of goals continues to provide new insights for momentary goal processes that 

inform and extend findings from the trait level (Fletcher, Shin, & Wang, 2012; Stoeber, Stoll, 

Pescheck, & Otto, 2008; Stoeber, et al., 2009. Ultimately, the keys to successful performance 

remain complex, but these studies highlight how we can start breaking down specific and clear 

processes that synthesize traditions from personality and other areas of psychology. By 
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applying the SSFH to other contexts, we can hope to integrate an assortment of ways people 

can succeed and improve their performance. 
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Chapter 6 

Summary and Discussion 

 

“Personality is less a finished product than a transitory process. While it has some stable 
features, it is at the same time continually undergoing change.” –Gordon Allport (1955, p. 19). 
 

Gordon Allport (1937) popularized the trait approach, and his work helped establish a 

foundation for the development and advancement of the Big Five model of personality 

research. However, a common criticism of Allport’s definition of traits, as noted in the 

quotation above, is that personality is viewed as a constant, unchanging construct. In fact, this 

criticism was raised by David McClelland, who asserted that Allport’s trait goes beyond 

describing consistent behavior “to account for inconsistencies in behavior, new responses 

which seem primarily determined by the person’s wishes or goals, rather than by his past 

adjustment in similar situations” (1958, p. 214). This criticism was advanced by Walter Mischel 

(1968), sparking the person-situation debate that persisted between personality psychology 

and social psychology for decades. Researchers now are moving beyond the person-situation 

debate to recognize the importance of both the person and the situation, returning to earlier 

ideas from both Gordon Allport and Kurt Lewin. In the quote above, Allport (1955) recognized 

that personality develops and changes over time in a process, although this process was not 

clear at the time. Relatedly, Kurt Lewin (1936) asserted that behavior is a function of both the 

person and the environment. To fully explore psychological processes, both the environment 

and the person should be integrated into research questions.  

 

This work served as one specific way to integrate personality and environment through the 

investigation of the relations between personality and context-specific goal pursuit. Whole Trait 

Theory (Fleeson, 2012) is one possible theoretical approach by which integration of person and 

situations may occur, and the Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (SSFH) hypothesizes 

specific ways in which goals can predict and change behavior. The research presented in this 



 

Chapter 6 | 136 

work explored how traits and motives were related through the investigation of momentary 

goals in relation to both the f holistic Big Five model and the specific personality trait of 

perfectionism. This work also explored processes by which personality may function through 

the adoption of goals, from social and hedonistic goals (Chapter 2) and achievement goal 

pursuit (Chapter 3 and Chapter 5). The core principle—the relations between personality and 

context-specific goals—was the main thread present throughout this work, and these relations 

appear to be common across constructs, domains, culture, and language. Personality and goals 

should be considered important interrelated constructs in accordance with SSFH. 

 

Summary of Main Findings 

Chapter 2 

The studies in Chapter 2 provided a direct extension of work conducted by McCabe and Fleeson 

(2012). Utilizing experience-sampling methodology in Study 1, I found that eight hypothesized 

goals predicted half the variance in state extraversion and eight new hypothesized goals 

predicted half the variance in state conscientiousness. These hypothesized goals included both 

approach and avoidance directions, and the goals predicted both positive and negative 

relations with each state. I also found in Study 1 that personality states had distinct relations 

with goals with little to no overlap, which suggests that the reason why state extraversion and 

state conscientiousness differ is due to the distinct types of goal pursuit.  

 

Study 2 provided a critical test for the Specific States and Functions Hypothesis. In an 

experimental design, I found that the effect of goal pursuit on personality states was causal. 

Prior work only suggested that traits predict changes in goals, but this experiment provided 

evidence that goals in part could cause changes to personality states in a specific moment. 

Lastly, the results of Study 3 showed that relations between goals and personality states were 

present even by observer reports. 

 

Taken as a whole, these studies showed that traits are intricately related to motivation. Goal 

pursuit predicted manifestation for two different traits, one easy to see as goal-related 
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(conscientiousness) and one not so easy to see as goal-related (extraversion). Extraversion 

manifestations provided the means for accomplishing the goals of trying to become the center 

of attention, trying to fit in, and trying to have fun, among other goals; conscientiousness 

manifestations provided the means for trying to direct one’s energy where it was needed most, 

trying to use time effectively, and for trying to get things done, among other goals. Goals 

predicted manifestations discriminatively, such that goals predicted only their corresponding 

traits and had little or no relation to non-corresponding traits. Thus, these findings provided 

strong evidence for a conception of traits in which traits are wholes with an explanatory part 

inclusive of goals and a manifested part caused by and useful for goals. 

 

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 provided an initial test of the relations between Big Five traits and achievement 

goals. The key findings from our studies are that there are three consistent sets of relations 

between personality traits and achievement goals. Interestingly, it is not merely one’s level of 

conscientiousness that predicts all achievement goals—rather different traits are relevant for 

different types of goals. Across two different samples (a U.S. college student sample and a 

Dutch working adult sample) in terms of culture, language, age, and context, we found 

generally consistent relations between personality traits and achievement goals, and the 

patterns of these relations are unique for each achievement goal. The trait-goal relations 

indicated that mastery-approach goals are clearly positive and performance-avoidance goals 

are clearly negative, while both performance-approach and mastery-avoidance goals showed a 

hybrid of positive and negative qualities in their trait-goal relations. Moreover, facet-goal 

relations in Study 2 showed the specific aspects relevant to the broad trait-goal relations, either 

in a few specific facets or several facets across the whole trait. Taken together, these findings 

suggest complexity in the relations between holistic personality traits and context-specific 

achievement goals, which may serve to explain differences in achievement goal processes and 

outcomes. 
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Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 introduced the concept of state perfectionism, and outlined the rationale for its 

measurement. Rather than having separate trait perfectionism scales for each domain (e.g., 

work, school, and sport), the State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale adapted existing trait 

perfectionism items to be monetary and general in language to apply across domains. A 

prepositional phrase at the end of these items can specify certain times (e.g., “in the last 30 

minutes”) or a certain context (e.g., “on the exam”). Across a series of five studies, the results 

showed that the SMPS is a reliable measure with structural and conceptual validity. The 

measurement of state perfectionism in specific contexts allows researchers to investigate 

perfectionism processes previously unexplored.  

 

Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 tested different paths to successful performance through achievement goal pursuit. 

The results from these studies provide compelling and complex processes in which people 

strive for success. First, the results provided support for our model, which shows that state 

perfectionism is an important mediator of the relations between achievement goals and 

achievement outcomes. While research on trait perfectionism and achievement goals has 

increased steadily over the past decade, this focus limits the potential variability of 

perfectionism in specific contexts. The inclusion of state perfectionism in an achievement goal 

process adds unique elements to the literature. First, state perfectionism implies that anyone—

regardless of their dispositional trait level of perfectionism—can be perfectionistic in certain 

contexts. Moreover, these momentary levels of perfectionism are related to performance and 

affect. Study 2 provided support that when high personal standards is induced, it can cause 

changes in performance.  

 

Theoretical and Practical Research Applications 

Theoretical applications of this work are quite clear. The chapters are rooted in While Trait 

Theory (Fleeson, 2012; McCabe & Fleeson, 2012), and the tests of the trait and goal-state 

relations are direct tests of the Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (SSFH). Moreover, this 
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work tested various trait-goal relations beyond the original scope of the SSFH, by exploring 

relations between Big Five traits and achievement goals (Chapter 3) and perfectionism relations 

with achievement goals (Chapter 5). These studies serve to bridge a previously large theoretical 

gap between trait and goal traditions, providing clear psychological processes by which context-

specific goal pursuit can change personality states. 

 

There are also numerous practical applications of this research. Context-specific goals are 

relevant across a range of domains—inside the classroom, on the sports arena, and in the 

workplace. In particular, the processes involved in achievement motivation are critical as 

people attempt ways to improve and to maximize performance, as well as understanding the 

possible costs and benefits of different types of achievement goal pursuit (e.g., state positive 

affect and state negative affect). For example, the pursuit of mastery-approach goals and 

performance-approach goals may share some processes,  

 

Beyond performance improvement, the SSFH may also provide a means for people to change 

their personality over time. People are often searching for ways to improve or change their 

behavior, such as trying a new time management routine to improve efficiency or trying a new 

exercise routine to improve health. The process of SSFH may identify the goals that if people 

choose to adopt, they potentially could change their behavior over time. Roberts, O’Donnell, 

and Robins (2004) provided evidence that major life goals could change personality over a four-

year period. However, I would stress that this work only investigated short-term goal-state 

relations, and there is only one test goal causing changes in momentary personality states 

(Chapter 2); therefore, generalizing these findings to long-term personality change is only 

speculative at this point. Moreover, there may be additional constraints on how much people 

could change their personality, such as one’s underlying genetics on their personality traits. 

Also, as personality development and fluctuation appears to occur mainly in childhood and 

adolescence, these constraints may be an underlying part of development. More research 

needs to be done to understand how personality develops and changes over the lifespan.   
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Directions for Future Research 

Goal-State Relations & the Entire Big Five  

The studies presented in this work covered an array of constructs related to relations between 

personality and context-specific goal pursuit, which leaves open many different directions for 

future research. One clear direction is to apply the SSFH to the rest of the Big Five traits. 

Chapter 2 found goal-state relations for extraversion and conscientiousness, which are two 

traits (and facet structures) that have been extensively researched within personality 

psychology. The remaining three traits—agreeableness, openness to experience, and 

neuroticism (i.e., emotional stability)—will likely be a more challenging test of the SSFH model. 

Particularly, there is a question of why someone would intentionally engage in neurotic 

behavior in a given moment. In this case, it is likely that goal-state relations reflect emotional 

stability, such as being calm or self-assured. There is also a possibility that hypothesized 

neuroticism functions will be predominantly avoidance goals in line with work on approach-

avoidance temperament (Elliot & Thrash, 2002; 2010). Nonetheless, further tests of possible 

goal-state relations to the rest of the Big Five should continue in the future. 

 

Achievement Goal & Personality States 

Another line of work should further investigate the relations between achievement goals and 

the Big Five personality states. Our work in Chapter 3 was essentially the foundational step 

before investigating goal-state relations. Chapter 3 was important because it identified the 

specific relations and the specific traits that should be explored in a follow-up study of goal-

states. A one-time measurement of achievement goals and personality states would be a logical 

first step to test if the trait-goal relations in Chapter 3 reflect the same pattern of results as 

goal-state relations.  

 

An eventual follow-up study of Chapter 3 should be an experience-sampling study in different 

achievement domains, such in school, work, or sport. The stability and change of achievement 

goals is an area of research that still needs more attention (Fryer & Elliot, 2007). However, 

unlike the experience-sampling study of goals and states presented in Chapter 2, an experience-
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sampling study of achievement goals poses some unique challenges that should be considered 

before any future research is attempted. First, achievement goals in the 3 x 2 framework are 

more constrained by context, and therefore a time-based method of reporting (e.g., filling out a 

questionnaire 5 times a day for 10 days) may not be the best way to measure achievement 

goals over time.  Rather, an event-sampling method may be a better option. This method 

requires participants to identify a specific context relevant for the report—such as immediately 

following a class, an athletic team practice, or a meeting in the workplace. However, 

compliance rates with event-sampling are not always the best (Reis & Gable, 2000). Second, 

unlike the goals measured in Chapter 2, achievement goals involve an active evaluation and 

comparison to competence (task-referenced, self-referenced, or other-referenced). Therefore, 

the achievement context should ensure that all types of competence information are available. 

For example, a classroom context that primarily consists of lectures and limited interaction with 

other students may reduce performance goal pursuit due to lack of other-referenced 

information. Despite these challenges, an experience-sampling study of achievement goals 

would be an interesting examination of the stability and change of achievement goals over 

time, as well as its potential relations to personality states across these different domains. 

 

State Perfectionism Concept and Variability 

Additional research is also needed on state perfectionism. Chapter 4 outlined the concept of 

state perfectionism and presented the State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (SMPS). 

Chapter 5 also utilized this concept and scale, showing support for relations between 

achievement goals and state perfectionism. However, there were a few limitations with the 

development of the SMPS. First, the SMPS included only intrapersonal perfectionism 

constructs. As discussed in Chapter 4, part of this reason was due to simplicity—it is easier for 

participants to reflect on their own personality state in a given moment rather than interpreting 

other’s perfectionistic standards in a given moment. Also, as many of our tests in Chapter 4 

were laboratory tasks, the relevance of a parent or peer’s perfectionistic standards did not 

appear relevant, which could influence reliability and validity analyses when developing a scale. 
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Still, an extension of the SMPS to measure interpersonal perfectionism standards would be an 

important extension that ties back into the trait perfectionism literature (Gaudreau, 2012). 

 

Another unanswered question regarding state perfectionism is its level of variability over time. 

An underlying assumption of this work was that state perfectionism would have similar trait-

state characteristics as the Big Five traits in past research (Fleeson, 2001). However, there is 

also a reasonable assertion that perfectionism may not change that much over time and across 

different contexts. It is also possible that certain facets of state perfectionism may have more 

variability than others. Intrapersonal facets, such as state personal standards and state concern 

over mistakes, may change more frequently depending upon a person’s situation, goal, 

cognitions, and so on. However, interpersonal facets of perfectionism, such as perceptions of 

parents’ high standards or a coach’s high standards, may be less flexible across different 

contexts.  Only a repeated-measure or an experience-sampling study using the SMPS can assess 

the full within-persona and between-person variance in state perfectionism.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The theoretical framework presented in this work served to bridge two concepts that have 

been theoretically separate for decades—traits and motives. Since the days of Allport and 

Murray, a debate has persisted whether traits or motives are central to one’s personality and 

subsequent behavior. The Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012; 

Chapter 2) covered in this work proposed that personality states, or manifestations of a 

personality trait, are the means by which people try to achieve their goal pursuit. As such, 

personality and context-specific goals are interconnected in a specific process. The work 

presented here provides strong support for goal-state relations, and it opens the door to 

explore the complex behavioral processes that integrate both personality and contextual goal 

pursuit.
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Appendix A   

Chapter 3 Appendix 

 
Table A. 1 

Meta-analysis of Achievement Goals & Personality Traits 
 
Variables rw 95% CI k Sample   Z  Qw 

MAp-N -.10 -.15, -.05 12 4,923 -3.62** 35.09** 
MAp-E .17 .09, .25 12 4,923 10.43** 81.40** 
MAp-O .27 .20, .33  13 5,080 8.35** 55.06** 
MAp-A .15 .08, .22 11 4,671 4.10** 56.03** 
MAp-C .31 .23, .39 13 5,080 7.56** 94.02** 
PAp-N .13 .04, .21 11 4,671 3.00** 78.46 
PAp-E .03 -.02, .09 11 4,671 1.16 30.65** 
PAp-O .05 .02, .08 11 4,671 3.27** 10.35 
PAp-A -.04 -.09, .01 11 4,671 -1.60 27.68** 
PAp-C .12 .07, .17 11 4,671 4.52** 28.48** 
PAv-N .25 .18, .33 11 4,671 6.69** 59.17** 
PAv-E -.13 -.20, .06  11 4,671 -3.50** 57.93** 
PAv-O -.10 -.15, .05 11 4,671 -3.89** 27.79** 
PAv-A -.06 -.12, .00  11 4,671 -1.95 37.53** 
PAv-C -.05 -.09, .00  11 4,671 -2.01* 21.34* 
Note. rw = correlation coefficients, CI = confidence intervals, k = number of effect sizes, 
Sample = number of participants, Z = z-score, Qw = within-class goodness-of-fit statistics. MAp = mastery-approach, 
PAp = performance-approach, PAv = performance-avoidance. N = neuroticism, E = extraversion, O = openness to 
experience, A = agreeableness, C = conscientiousness. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
 
 
Table A.2 

Achievement Goal Correlations Over Time 
  

  T1 to T2 T1 to T3 T2 to T3 
  

Mastery-Approach .68** .58** .70** 
Mastery-Avoidance .62** .54** .66** 
Performance-Approach .69** .67** .75** 
Performance-Avoidance .64** .60** .75** 
  
**p < .01 
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Table A.3 

Path Analysis Correlations (Hypothesized Paths Only) 
  

NEO-PI-R MAp PAv PAp MAv  
  

Neuroticism (N) -- .33** .22** .38** 
Extraversion (E) .03 -.15** -- -.23** 
Openness to experience (O) .10 -- -- -- 
Agreeableness (A) .14* -- -.25** -- 
Conscientiousness (C) .31** -.02 .01 -.17** 
  
Notes: MAp = mastery-approach, PAp = performance-approach, PAv = performance-avoidance. The path 
analysis was conducted to test all hypothesized paths simultaneously. In this model, only the significant 
paths that were hypothesized and the correlations that were also significant were tested. All goals and 
traits were allowed to co-vary in this model. The model generally had good fit Χ2 (7) = 10.25, p = .17, GFI 
= .99, NFI = .98, RMSEA = .04). 
**p < .01, *p < .05 
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Appendix B 

Chapter 5 Appendix 

 
Table B.1 

Examples of Modified Achievement Goal Items in Study 1 
  

Task-Approach 

To type a lot of characters right during the typing task.   

To type accurately during the typing task. 

To type correctly during the typing task. 

Self-Approach 

To do better than I did on Version 1 of the typing task.  

To do well relative to how well I did on Version 1 of the typing task. 

To do better than I typically did on Version 1 of the typing task. 

Other-Approach 

To outperform others on the typing task.  

To do well compared to others on the typing task.  

To do better than others on the typing task. 
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English Summary 

 

Kurt Lewin (1936) famously asserted that behavior is a function of both the person and the 

environment. To fully explore psychological processes, both the environment and the person 

should be integrated into research questions. This work served as one specific way to integrate 

personality and environment through the investigation of the relations between personality 

and context-specific goal pursuit. Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2012) is one possible theoretical 

approach by which integration of person and situations may occur, and the Specific States and 

Functions Hypothesis (SSFH) hypothesizes specific ways in which goals can predict and change 

behavior. The research presented in this work explored how traits and motives were related 

through the investigation of momentary goals in relation to both the f holistic Big Five model 

and the specific personality trait of perfectionism. This work also explored processes by which 

personality may function through the adoption of goals, from social and hedonistic goals 

(Chapter 2) and achievement goal pursuit (Chapter 3 and Chapter 5). The core principle—the 

relations between personality and context-specific goals—was the main thread present 

throughout this work, and these relations appear to be common across constructs, domains, 

culture, and language. Personality and goals should be considered important interrelated 

constructs in accordance with SSFH. 

 

The studies in Chapter 2 provided a direct extension of work conducted by McCabe and Fleeson 

(2012). In that study, McCabe and Fleeson (2012) provided the first test of the SSFH, using the 

trait of extraversion and an experience-sampling study. They generated three goals for each of 

six extraversion subcomponents and tested whether variation in momentary extraversion 

states was predictable from variation in goals. They found that 74% of the variation in 

extraversion states, both between- and within-person, was explained by the goals people were 

pursuing at the moment. Chapter 2 extended this work by combining evidence from three 

different studies—an experience-sampling study, an experiment, and an observer-report 

study—and testing two different personality traits—extraversion and conscientiousness.  
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In Study 1, I found that eight hypothesized goals predicted half the variance in state 

extraversion and eight new hypothesized goals predicted half the variance in state 

conscientiousness. Moreover, personality states had distinct relations with goals with little to 

no overlap, which suggested that the reason why state extraversion and state 

conscientiousness differ is due to the distinct types of goal pursuit. In Study 2, I found that the 

effect of goal pursuit on personality states was causal. Prior work only suggested that traits 

predict changes in goals, but this experiment provided evidence that goals could cause changes 

to personality states in a specific moment. Lastly, the results of Study 3 showed that relations 

between goals and personality states were present even by observer reports, showing that our 

findings are not merely an artifact of self-report. 

 

Taken as a whole, these studies showed that traits are intricately related to motivation. 

Extraversion was related to accomplishing the goals of trying to become the center of attention, 

trying to fit in, and trying to have fun, among other goals; conscientiousness provided the 

means for trying to direct one’s energy where it was needed most, trying to use time 

effectively, and for trying to get things done, among other goals. Goals predicted different 

personality states such that goals predicted only their corresponding traits and had little or no 

relation to non-corresponding traits. 

 

Chapter 3 provided an initial test of the relations between Big Five traits and achievement 

goals. The key findings from our studies are that there are three consistent sets of relations 

between personality traits and achievement goals. Interestingly, it is not merely one’s level of 

conscientiousness that predicts all achievement goals—rather different traits are relevant for 

different types of goals. Across two different samples (a U.S. college student sample and a 

Dutch working adult sample) in terms of culture, language, age, and context, we found 

generally consistent relations between personality traits and achievement goals, and the 

patterns of these relations are unique for each achievement goal. The trait-goal relations 

indicated that mastery-approach goals are clearly positive and performance-avoidance goals 

are clearly negative, while both performance-approach and mastery-avoidance goals showed a 
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hybrid of positive and negative qualities in their trait-goal relations. Moreover, facet-goal 

relations in Study 2 showed the specific aspects relevant to the broad trait-goal relations, either 

in a few specific facets or several facets across the whole trait. Taken together, these findings 

suggest complexity in the relations between holistic personality traits and context-specific 

achievement goals, which may serve to explain differences in achievement goal processes and 

outcomes. 

 

Chapter 4 introduced the concept of state perfectionism, and outlined the rationale for its 

measurement. Rather than having separate trait perfectionism scales for each domain (e.g., 

work, school, and sport), the State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale adapted existing trait 

perfectionism items to be monetary and general in language to apply across domains. A 

prepositional phrase at the end of these items can specify certain times (e.g., “in the last 30 

minutes”) or a certain context (e.g., “on the exam”). Across a series of five studies, the results 

showed that the SMPS is a reliable measure with structural and conceptual validity. The 

measurement of state perfectionism in specific contexts allows researchers to investigate 

perfectionism processes previously unexplored.  

 

Chapter 5 tested different paths to successful performance through achievement goal pursuit. 

The results from these studies provide compelling and complex processes in which people 

strive for success. First, the results provided support for our model, which shows that state 

perfectionism is an important mediator of the relations between achievement goals and 

achievement outcomes. While research on trait perfectionism and achievement goals has 

increased steadily over the past decade, this focus limits the potential variability of 

perfectionism in specific contexts. The inclusion of state perfectionism in an achievement goal 

process adds unique elements to the literature. First, state perfectionism implies that anyone—

regardless of their dispositional trait level of perfectionism—can be perfectionistic in certain 

contexts. Moreover, these momentary levels of perfectionism are related to performance and 

affect. Study 2 provided support that when high personal standards is induced, it can cause 

changes in performance.  
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The theoretical framework presented in this work served to bridge two concepts that have 

been theoretically separate for decades—traits and motives. Since the days of Allport and 

Murray, a debate has persisted whether traits or motives are central to one’s personality and 

subsequent behavior. The Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (McCabe & Fleeson, 2012; 

Chapter 2) covered in this work proposed that personality states are the means by which 

people try to achieve their goal pursuit. As such, personality and context-specific goals are 

interconnected in a specific process. The work presented here provides strong support for goal-

state relations, and it opens the door to explore the complex behavioral processes that 

integrate both personality and contextual goal pursuit.   
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Dutch Summary/Nederlandse Samenvatting 

 

In lijn met het gedachtegoed van Kurt Lewin (1936) vormt de relatie tussen persoon (i.e., 

persoonlijkheidskenmerken) en omgeving (i.e., situatiespecifieke doelen) de rode draad in dit 

proefschrift. Theoretisch uitgangspunt is de Whole Trait Theory van Fleeson (2012) die stelt dat 

uitkomsten van context-specifieke doelen mede worden bepaald door veranderingen in 

persoonlijkheidsfactoren. Zo wordt verondersteld dat doelen als "het centrum van de aandacht 

worden", "erbij horen", en "plezier hebben", zullen leiden tot extravert gedrag. En doelen als 

"energie richten op prioriteiten", "effectief omgaan met tijd" en "dingen gedaan krijgen" zullen 

consciëntieusheid stimuleren. Specifiek onderzoeken we in dit proefschrift de rol van 

persoonlijkheidskenmerken (i.e., Big-Five factoren en perfectionisme) in de context van sociale 

en hedonistische doelen (Hoofdstuk 2) en prestatiedoelen (Hoofdstuk 3 en Hoofdstuk 5).  

 

De studies in Hoofdstuk 2 bouwen direct voort op het werk van McCabe en Fleeson (2012). In 

deze “experience-sample” studie hebben McCabe en Fleeson (2012) voor het eerst de 

zogenaamde Specific States and Functions Hypothesis (SSFH) getest, een hypothese die 

specificeert hoe doelen gedrag voorspellen en veranderen. In dit onderzoek genereerden zij 

drie doelen voor elk van de zes extraversie subcomponenten en hebben vervolgens getest of 

variatie in extraversie voorspeld kon worden op basis van variaties in doelen. Zij vonden dat 

74% van de variatie in extraversie (i.e., “extraversion states”), zowel tussen- als binnen- 

personen, werd verklaard door de situatiespecifieke doelen die mensen nastreefden.   

 

In Hoofdstuk 2 worden drie verschillende studies beschreven die voortbouwen op de resultaten 

van McCabe en Fleeson (2012). Doel was om te laten zien dat persoonlijkheids-factoren (i.e., 

extraversie en consciëntieusheid) zich manifesteren als middel om de doelen van de persoon te 

realiseren (Fleeson, 2012). Overeenkomstig de hypothese vonden we in de eerste (“experience-

sample”) studie dat beide persoonlijkheidsfactoren met verschillende doelen samenhingen. De 

resultaten van Studie 2 (een experimentele studie) suggereren vervolgens dat verschillende 
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situatiespecifieke doelen tijdelijke veranderingen in verschillende persoonlijkheidsfactoren (i.e., 

extraversie en consciëntieusheid) kunnen veroorzaken. Ten slotte laten de resultaten van 

Studie 3 zien dat deze relaties tussen doelen en persoonlijkheidsfactoren niet louter een 

artefact zijn van zelfrapportage, maar dat ze ook door anderen worden geconstateerd. 

Samengevat suggereren de resultaten dat extraversie en consciëntieusheid als middel fungeren 

om corresponderende doelen te realiseren.  

 

In Hoofdstuk 3 worden de relaties onderzocht tussen de Big Five persoonlijkheids-factoren en 

situatie-specifieke prestatiedoelen in twee verschillende steekproeven (i.e., Amerikaanse 

studenten en Nederlandse werknemers). Overeenkomstig de verwachtingen laten de resultaten 

consistent zien dat consciëntieusheid positief samenhangt met prestatiedoelen die zijn gericht 

op leren, ontwikkeling en groei ("Mastery-approach goals"). Vriendelijkheid was eveneens 

positief gerelateerd aan deze doelen, maar daarbij was er een negatief verband met doelen die 

gericht zijn op het niet slechter presteren dan anderen ("Performance-avoidance goals). Tot slot 

hing neuroticisme samen met vermijddoelen ("Avoidance goals") en doelen waarin 

vergelijkingen men anderen centraal staan ("Performance goals"). Overeenkomstig de 

bevindingen in de prestatiemotivatie-literatuur suggereren deze resultaten: (1) dat "Mastery-

approach" doelen samengaan met een positief persoonlijkheidsprofiel: consciëntieus, 

vriendelijk, en emotioneel stabiel, en (2) dat "Performance-avoidance" doelen geassocieerd zijn 

met een negatief persoonlijkheidsprofiel: neurotisch en onvriendelijk. Daar tussenin bevinden 

zich beide hybride doelen die noch als positief, noch als negatief te typeren zijn: "Performance-

approach" doelen en "Mastery-avoidance" doelen. Deze resultaten suggereren dat 

verschillende persoonlijkheidsfactoren relevant zijn voor verschillende prestatiedoelen en 

mede de corresponderende uitkomsten van de prestatiedoelen verklaren. 

 

In Hoofdstuk 4 definiëren en operationaliseren we het concept van perfectionisme "als 

toestand" (in tegenstelling tot perfectionisme als stabiel persoonlijkheidskenmerk). We 

onderscheiden drie subdimensies: (1) Hoge persoonlijke, taakspecifieke standaarden, i.e., 

perfectie en excellentie, (2) Twijfels omtrent de eigen prestatie tijdens de taakuitvoering, en (3) 
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Zorg over het maken van fouten tijdens de taakuitvoering. Deze drie subdimensies vormen 

samen de State Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale die we in een reeks van vijf studies 

ontwikkelen en valideren. Dit nieuwe instrument kan worden gebruikt om de fluctuaties in 

perfectionisme over de tijd in een specifieke context (e.g., school, werk, sport) te bestuderen, 

maar ook om stabiliteit en verandering over contexten te meten. Via de inleidende vraag 

kunnen zowel de tijd (e.g., "in het afgelopen uur") als de situatie (e.g., "op het examen") 

worden gespecificeerd. Het instrument kan onder meer worden gebruikt om studenten te 

helpen optimaal te presteren in hun studie en om sporters te behoeden voor prestaties onder 

hun eigen niveau. 

 

Het doel van Hoofdstuk 5 was om te toetsen of accuratesse en positief affect als uitkomsten 

van prestatiedoelen kunnen worden verklaard door veranderingen in perfectionisme. 

Inderdaad laten de resultaten van Studie 1 zien dat perfectionisme de relaties tussen 

prestatiedoelen en uitkomsten medieert. Zo zijn "Mastery-approach" doelen positief 

gerelateerd aan accuratesse en positief affect via hoge persoonlijke standaarden, één van de 

drie subdimensies van perfectionisme (zie Hoofdstuk 4). Door vervolgens hoge persoonlijke 

standaarden experimenteel te manipuleren, konden we in Studie 2 vaststellen dat de 

accuratesse in de taakuitvoering van de deelnemers toenam (maar niet hun positieve affect). 

Ook deze resultaten ondersteunen het idee dat uitkomsten van context-specifieke doelen 

mede worden bepaald door veranderingen in persoonlijkheidsfactoren (Fleeson, 2012). 

 

Al met al suggereren de resultaten dat iedereen (tijdelijk) perfectionistisch, extravert of 

consciëntieus kan zijn wanneer het instrumenteel is voor doelrealisatie. Personen die populair 

willen worden in een groep, gedragen zich extraverter, terwijl iemand die een deadline wil 

halen, zich consciëntieus zal gedragen. Hopelijk inspireren deze resultaten om de complexe 

relaties tussen doelen, persoonlijkheid en uitkomsten in toekomstig onderzoek verder te 

exploreren en te specificeren. 



 

 



 

Acknowledgements | 173 

Acknowledgements 
 

At the beginning of this book, I decided not to include a dedication page as there were so many 
people who gave me help, guidance, and support over the years. Picking just a handful of 
people for a dedication seemed like an impossible task that I decided not to attempt it. The 
path to this point has been a road less traveled, but I have met so many amazing people who 
have made this journey an amazing experience I will never forget. To all of you—advisors, 
colleagues, family, and friends—who have made this Ph.D. project possible, I want to say thank 
you, and this book is dedicated to all of you. I may not have room here to mention all of you 
explicitly by name, but my gratitude remains the same. 
 
First, I would like to thank my Ph.D. advisors Nico van Yperen and Andrew Elliot. Their time, 
guidance, and feedback over the years have been invaluable. I can safely say that without 
Andy’s suggestion to apply to Groningen, I would have never had such an amazing experience 
during my Ph.D. Both Nico and Andy were always accessible and quick with communication, 
which was extremely beneficial as a Ph.D. student. Moreover, my regular meetings with Nico 
generally were filled with engaging discussion with great insight from his expertise. While I had 
some struggles in reaching this point, Nico and Andy provided continued support to help me 
succeed in the end. 
 
Second, I would like to thank my master’s advisor, William Fleeson. My two years at Wake 
Forest switched me from a clinical path to a research path, largely due to my experience in 
Will’s lab—both as a student and as a research assistant. While my Ph.D. project was not 
intended to be an extension of my master’s work, it ended up going in that direction with Nico 
and Andy’s support. While Will was only my advisor for my master’s, he helped set the 
foundation for me to be a successful Ph.D. student. 
 
Third, I would like to thank my colleagues in Groningen who supported me through the Ph.D. 
process. In particular, I would like to thank all the members of the Organizational Psychology 
group for great presentations and excellent discussions during our weekly lab meetings. 
Whenever I presented my work, I received excellent feedback to help my project move 
forward. So to Nico, Barbra, Eric, Susanne, Pontus, Dick, Xavi, Ed, Jacqueline, Diana, Annet, 
Monica, Jana, Marijette, Melvyn, Roy, Nicole, Stacey, Judith, Ruud, Bibiana (and anyone else I 
left out)—thank you! 
 
Fourth, I would like to thank my friends—both in Groningen and afar—for their support during 
the Ph.D. process. Nicole de Jong—you receive a special shout-out for being the best 
officemate and friend a person could have during the Ph.D. process. I was not the easiest 
person to get to know, but after a trip to the Czech Republic, the rest became history. I also 
would like to thank Kelly Cobey and Ashley Hoben Pike for helping me relax and have fun, 
either by simply hanging out at the Minaar or a more adventurous short trip to Ireland. I also 
want to thank Kate Thompson, who started the academic career path with me from our early 
years at Oglethorpe. Now we both have awesome research positions at universities following 



 

Acknowledgements | 174 

our rigorous Ph.D. paths. Also, thanks to my awesome pub quiz team “The Usual Suspects” 
(various members of the years included Nicole, Kelly, Fijanne, George, Melvyn, Monica, Stacey, 
Phil, Ed, Gert, Vanesa, and others). We’ve won free beer and free dinner a few times, but we 
also just had fun being total nerds. To all my other friends I met and spent time with in 
Groningen who are too numerous to mention here—thanks for a wonderful four years. It is 
definitely a time of my life I will treasure forever. 
 
Finally, I would like to thank my family, including my parents, siblings, aunts, and uncles who 
have supported me over the years. Our family is very close-knit, which made moving abroad for 
an extended period very difficult for all of us. Still, you have supported me throughout my 10 
years of college and beyond. A tremendous part of my success is due to my parents. We did not 
have a ton of luxury when I was growing up, but I always had plenty of books, love, and support 
in the house. All the day-to-day moments that my parents did to support me through school 
made a huge difference, such as mom quizzing me on my spelling words while in the car, or dad 
helping me with a last-minute science project. You both gave up a lot so I could have a great 
education, and for that, I will be eternally grateful.  

 
  



 

KLI Dissertation Series | 175 

KLI Dissertation Series 

The “Kurt Lewin Institute Dissertation Series” started in 1997. Since 2013 the following 

dissertations have been published in this series: 

 
2013-1: Annemarie Hiemstra: Fairness in Paper and Video Resume Screening 
2013-2: Gert-Jan Lelieveld: Emotions in Negotiations: The Role of Communicated Anger and 

Disappointment 
2013-3 Saar Mollen: Fitting in or Breaking Free? On Health Behavior, Social Norms and 

Conformity 
2013-4: Karin Menninga: Exploring Learning Abstinence Theory: A new theoretical 

perspective on continued abstinence in smoking cessation 
2013-5: Jessie Koen: Prepare and Pursue: Routes to suitable (re-)employment 
2013-6: Marieke Roskes: Motivated creativity: A conservation of energy approach 
2013-7: Claire Marie Zedelius: Investigating Consciousness in Reward Pursuit 
2013-8: Anouk van der Weiden: When You Think You Know What You're Doing: Experiencing 

Self-Agency Over Intended and Unintended Outcomes 
2013-9: Gert Stulp: Sex, Stature and Status: Natural Selection on Height in Contemporary 

Human Populations 
2013-10: Evert-Jan van Doorn: Emotion Affords Social Influence: Responding to Others' 

Emotions In Context 
2013-11: Frank de Wit: The paradox of intragroup conflict 
2013-12: Iris Schneider: The dynamics of ambivalence: Cognitive, affective and physical 

consequences of evaluative conflict 
2013-13: Jana Niemann: Feedback Is the Breakfast of Champions, but It Can Be Hard to Digest: 

A Psychological Perspective on Feedback Seeking and Receiving 
2013-14: Serena Does: At the heart of egalitarianism: How morality framing shapes Whites' 

responses to social inequality 
2013-15: Romy van der Lee: Moral Motivation Within Groups 
2013-16: Melvyn Hamstra: Self-Regulation in a Social Environment 
2013-17: Chantal den Daas: In the heat of the moment: The effect of impulsive and reflective 

states on sexual risk decisions 
2013-18: Kelly Cobey: Female Physiology Meets Psychology: Menstrual Cycle and 

Contraceptive Pill Effects 
2013-19: Ellen van der Werff: Growing environmental self-identity 
2013-20: Lise Jans: Reconciling individuality with social solidarity: Forming social identity from 

the bottom up 
2013-21: Ruth van Veelen: Integrating I and We: Cognitive Routes to Social Identification 
2013-22: Lottie Bullens: Having second thoughts: consequences of decision reversibility 
2013-23: Daniel Sligte: The functionality of creativity 
2014-01: Marijn Stok: Eating by the Norm: The Influence of Social Norms on Young People's 

Eating Behavior 
2014-02: Michèlle Bal: Making Sense of Injustice: Benign and Derogatory Reactions to 

Innocent Victims 
2014-03: Nicoletta Dimitrova: Rethinking errors: How error-handling strategy affects our 

thoughts and others' thoughts about us 



 

KLI Dissertation Series | 176 

2014-04: Namkje Koudenburg: Conversational Flow: The Emergence and Regulation of 
Solidarity through social interaction 

2014-05: Thomas Sitser: Predicting sales performance: Strengthening the personality – job 
performance linkage 

2014-06: Goda Perlaviciute: Goal-driven evaluations of sustainable products 
2014-07: Said Shafa: In the eyes of others: The role of honor concerns in explaining and 

preventing insult-elicited aggression 
2014-08: Felice van Nunspeet: Neural correlates of the motivation to be moral 
2014-09: Anne Fetsje Sluis: Towards a virtuous society: Virtues as potential instruments to 

enhance 
2014-10: Gerdien de Vries: Pitfalls in the Communication about CO2 Capture and Storage 
2014-11: Thecla Brakel: The effects of social comparison information on cancer survivors’ 

quality of life: A field-experimental intervention approach 
2014-12: Hans Marien: Understanding and Motivating Human Control: Outcome and Reward 

Information in Action 
2014-13: Daniel Alink: Public Trust: Expectancies, Beliefs, and Behavior 
2014-14: Linda Daphne Muusses: How Internet use may affect our relationships: 

Characteristics of Internet use and personal and relational wellbeing 
2014-15: Hillie Aaldering: Parochial and universal cooperation in intergroup conflicts 
2014-16: Martijn Keizer: Do norms matter? The role of normative considerations as predictors 

of pro-environmental behavior 
2015-01: Maartje Elshout: Vengeance 
2015-02: Seval Gündemir: The Minority Glass Ceiling Hypothesis: Exploring Reasons and 

Remedies for the Underrepresentation of Racial-ethnic Minorities in Leadership 
Positions 

2015-03: Dagmar Beudeker: On regulatory focus and performance in organizational 
environments 

2015-04: Charlotte Koot: Making up your mind about a complex technology: An investigation 
into factors that help or hinder the achievement of cognitive closure about CCS 

2015-05: Marco van Bommel: The Reputable Bystander: The Role of Reputation in Activating 
or Deactivating Bystanders 

2015-06: Kira O. McCabe: The Role of Personality in the Pursuit of Context-Specific Goals 
 


